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ABSTRACT
In my dissertation project I intend to push the boundaries, by placing them in dialogue
with each other, of both the Black Atlantic and the Hispanic Transatlantic Studies while
exploring the cultural production of two groups that are generally excluded from the
scholarly research done on the African Diaspora: U.S. Afro-Latinos and Afro-Argentines.
While Black Atlantic Studies focuses on the Anglophone world and Hispanic
Transatlantic Studies focuses on the Spanish-speaking world, they both ignore the two
groups mentioned above as they complicate the boundaries of these fields by sitting at the
intersections of race, language, and location.
Furthermore, I explore issues of racial and gendered identities as they are
constructed at the individual, national, and transnational levels, teasing out their
significance in the construction of national and transnational imaginaries perpetuated by
the dominant social discourse and practices in the United States and Argentina.
My project seeks to make a new and innovative contribution by contending that
these fields perpetuate a linguistic world division implemented in colonial times and,
thus, demonstrate the lack of a paradigm shift after the independence of the Spanish and
British colonies. Then, we cannot talk about a ‘postcolonial’ world but we must talk
about a ‘coloniality of power’ within which the imaginary and material construction of
the world system is kept in place by global hegemonic discourses on race and identity.
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INTRODUCTION
During colonial times and even after the independence processes all throughout the
Americas, race has been, and still, is a major determining factor in the national discourses
of belonging in Latin America and the United States. Even though these regions function
under different racial paradigms, the consequences are indeed similar: the white
population dominates the access to power/knowledge, placing itself at the top of a social
hierarchy while othering the non-white groups and forcing them into the lower ranks of
social stratification. The United States, commonly referred to as a ‘melting pot,’ has been
founded on the work of different migrant groups. Even today, this country receives an
important number of migrants from all over the world. However, the white/non-white
binary in place, reduces many of these immigrant groups to a place of marginalization.
Furthermore, these communities must renegotiate their own understanding of their
individual and national/regional identities to adapt to their new socio-political
environment. US Afro-Latinos, one such group, is the object/subject of study of my
dissertation project. The difficulty and complexity involved in studying this group and
their cultural production is a clear sign of the high need to highlight this community that
disrupts many well-established and generally-accepted assumptions about individual,
national, and regional identity constructions based on race, ethnicity, origin, language,
and gender among other criteria.
In this project, I focus on how US Afro-Latinos must negotiate their (self-)identity
to insert themselves in a racial paradigm that triple excludes them: they cannot belong to
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the white category but their inclusion in the Latino and African American categories is
questionable and questioned by Latinos and African Americans alike. Furthermore, by
exploring race and gender together, for they are always connected, I examine how these
issues play a role in the imaginary and material construction of a world system kept in
place by global hegemonic discourses that perpetuate a coloniality of power/knowledge.
With this context in mind, my analysis is grounded on the work of three US Afro-Latino
authors and, more specifically, their memoirs as they use their personal narratives to
explore, question, and attempt to decipher their space/place within the American society.
Evelio Grillo, Piri Thomas, and Esmeralda Santiago write their autobiographies in the
second half of the twentieth century but the texts themselves – Black Cuban, Black
American (2000); Down These Mean Streets (1967); and When I was Puerto Rican
(1993) and Almost a Woman (1998), respectively – span almost through all of the last
century, allowing us to observe how socially constructed labels and processes of (self)identification change but also remain the same. I examine, then, how US Afro-Latinos
disrupt the normalized racial discourse in the United States, historically based on a
white/black opposing dichotomy represented by whites and African Americans through
the reading of literary texts. The choice of primary texts for this project is not random. On
the contrary, it allows me to delve into some of the commonalities and differences
experienced by immigrants at different points of time and place in the United States. To
summarize, then, in the next chapters, I will argue that US Latino identities defy the
racial systems of classification, both of the United States and Latin America, disrupting
the ‘benevolent’ myths of racial harmony in Latin America, while disturbing the
presumptive homogeneity notion of ‘black’ in the United States system. The memoirs of
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Grillo, Thomas, and Santiago unmask the violence of racial classification, as they unveil
the ruptures in their racial, national and cultural identities.
These memoirs are tied together by some significant common threads. First, all of
them are written by second-generation immigrants whose parents moved to the United
States for economic reasons; Cuba and Puerto Rico are the shared homelands of these
authors and even though Santiago is the only one who has actually lived in the island, all
three of them are still culturally tied to their homelands. Thomas Dublin, in his
introduction to Immigrant Voices, highlights that, “Differences in language and religion
commonly persisted beyond the immigration generation. Racial differences continued to
distinguish many of the children of immigrants from the dominant white majority. … An
appreciation of the influence of immigrants in American life and of conflicts within
ethnic groups is therefore possible only when we take into account the experiences of the
children of immigrants” (18). By concentrating in works written by second-generation
immigrants,1 I bring to the foreground how issues of (self-) racial identity become even
more complex for this group as its members have to navigate through their parents’
expectations (based, many times, on expectations imposed onto them in their countries of
origin) and their new socio-political and economic contexts. Secondly, the four texts can
be grouped under the bildungsroman genre as they tell coming-of-age stories. This genre
gives us insight on the personal mental – and in some cases, physical – journeys that the
authors take as they themselves delve into understanding their own (racial) positions in

I would like to clarify Santiago’s case here: she was actually born and lived in Puerto
Rico until she was thirteen years old, when her family permanently moved to New York.
As she came to the United States as a child, I still consider her second-generation
immigrant as she has had to face and embrace the same difficulties as those children of
immigrants – such as Grillo and Thomas – who have always lived in this country.
1
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society at large, and their smaller communities, that others them into invisibility. As the
authors try to reclaim a place in the American social construct, they do not only need to
make themselves visible again but also disrupt the categories that push them back into
otherness and invisibility. Finally, family structures and the impact that those have on
children are also present in the work of these three authors, albeit to a lesser extent in
Grillo’s memoir. Unstable family relationships are dominated by fragile economic
situations, internal racial conflicts, and gender roles’ expectations. There is, of course, an
obvious difference: the first two authors are male while the third one is female. I have
purposely decided to include Santiago to study how her experiences are marked by
gender roles and expectations compared to her male counterparts. As Dublin explains,
“Until the 1980s it was relatively common to analyze the male immigrant experience as if
it stood for the immigrant experience more broadly. Historians now understand that
immigrant men and women had distinctly different experiences. … Cultural continuities
between the Old World and the New World are much more evident when we consider the
experiences of women as well as men” (Immigrant Voices, 19). It is important, thus, to
look at Santiago’s memoirs not only as a personal narrative but also as representatives of
a new wave of immigrant literature that moves away from the dominant male narrative to
a narrative space that allows for the silenced voices of women to be heard.
Grounding my research on the umbrella field of postcolonial studies and,
particularly, Diasporic, Black Atlantic, and Hispanic Studies, my goals for this project are
two-fold. On the one hand, as I said before, I intend to demonstrate the effects that
fabricated racial categories have on a nation-state’s population as they created fictitious
categories that not only they do not match the real demographics of a country but also
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perpetuate a racial/social hierarchy that limits the access to power/knowledge and
economic mobility. On the other hand, by focusing on a diasporic community that tends
to be excluded from the discourse of the African diaspora due to its existence at the
intersection of the Hispanic/Latin American peoples and the black/African American
peoples, I intend to make a contribution to the aforementioned fields of study and
illuminate the need for flexibility in the self-imposed limits of their object/subject of
study in order to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the complexities of the
African Diaspora.
This project is organized in four content chapters. The first chapter presents the
theoretical framework that acts as foundational ground for the following chapters. Here, I
include a panoramic view of postcolonial studies, Black Atlantic studies, and Hispanic
Transatlantic studies as they pertain to the dissertation. It is important to bear in mind that
these fields are overarching and extremely complex; a detailed analysis of each field is
above the scope of this project. However, I make a conscious effort to include the key
concepts as they apply to my topic and expand on issues of most importance, such as a
deep understanding of the concept of diaspora and race in Latin America and the United
States.
Chapter Two is dedicated to Evelio Grillo’s memoir Black Cuban, Black
American. As I mentioned before, this memoir is the most recently published (2000) but
it is the one that takes us to the first half of the twentieth century up to the aftermath of
the Second World War. Born in Ybor City, Florida of Cuban parents, Grillo struggles
with issues of labeling, identity, and belonging from an early age. His memoir is a
testimony to those struggles and inner questionings as well as an opportunity to reflect, at
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a larger scale, on issues of inter- and intra-discrimination based on conflicting racial
paradigms and labeling. Contrary to what some critics believe, I argue that Grillo, and
more specifically Evelio – his autobiographical character, does not fully join the African
American community for his cultural background does not allow him to do so. He does,
however, build a connection to this group but even this sense of belonging can be
interpreted as determined by outside factors, such as segregationist laws that demarcated
a physical space/place for him and racial discrimination within the Latino community at
large. In this chapter, I focus on the many moments of ambiguity and in-betweenness
presented in the text to demonstrate that, as its title implies, the memoir reinforces the
need for a revaluation of the racial labels and dominant paradigms in the United States to
accommodate a large percentage of the Latino population but also to expand our
understanding of blackness in a more diasporic sense.
In a move that parallels the demographic change amidst the Great Depression and
onwards, the third and fourth chapter take us to New York City since, as Jiménez Román
and Flores indicate in their introduction to The Afro-Latin@ Reader, “In the course of the
twentieth century the main locus of Afro-Latin@ social life shifts from Florida to New
York City, and from the Cuban diaspora to that of the Puerto Ricans” (6). The third
chapter centers around Piri Thomas’ first and best-known literary work, Down These
Mean Streets (1967). This text is considered a foundational text in the Puerto Rican
literature tradition, especially when focusing on works written and published in the
United States. In fact, as Flores explains, “Not until the late 1960s, when distinctly
Nuyorican voices emerged on the American literary landscape, did it occur to anyone to
speak of a Puerto Rican literature emanating from life in this country” (Divided Borders,
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143). Many critics claim that Thomas was “[the] first Puerto Rican writer in the United
States to gain such recognition” (The Puerto Rican Movement, 263). Aside from the
symbolic, almost canonical, nature of this work, I include it in my research project since
the central theme of the text is, undoubtedly, the problems that arise when a male young
adult is ostracized at all levels of society – from his family, his community, and society at
large – due to his racial (self-) identification. Piri, Thomas’ autobiographical character,
recounts anecdotes that question the racial labels imposed by the normative discourse on
race while, at the same time, searching for an identity (label) that would encompass the
complexities of his skin color and other phenotype characteristics and his cultural
background. In this chapter in particular, I pay close attention to how issues of gender
roles – masculinity, specifically – both add another extra layer of negotiation when
constructing social identities but also how hypermasculinity, when performed by
marginalized and objectified males, acts as a self-defense mechanism to regain, albeit in
limited doses and for a limited time, a sense of control and subjectivity at the expense of
women.
In the final chapter of my dissertation, I will analyze two memoirs written by
Esmeralda Santiago in the late nineteen nineties – When I was Puerto Rican (1993) and
Almost a Woman (1998) – as they work in tandem to present a more complete picture of
Santiago’s coming-of-age journey as her life is transplanted from Puerto Rico to the
United States. The experiences of migrant women have not always been given the
importance they deserve as they (re)present a different perspective and vantage point
compared to the male experiences. Yet, it was only in the last decades of the twentieth
century that memoirs (and fictional work) written by migrant women and about women
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started to be published. Esmeralda, just as Evelio and Piri, also has to navigate through
the intertwined racial categories imposed upon her in her quest for a sense of (self)identity and belonging. However, Santiago smartly illustrates how the woman’s process
of identity construction is even more complex for women also must fight against gender
role expectations that always already place them in a subjugated role, regardless but
emphasized by race. After a close reading, I propose that it is the mother figures in the
memoirs that perpetuate the gender roles imposed on them by the patriarchal society in
the homeland. Furthermore, many of these expectations and demarcations do not fit into
the culture of the new home, forcing the young women to constantly live between
cultures, places, and identities.
While I write the final sentences of this project, the first non-white woman has
been chosen to run as VP in a national ticket for a major political party. The political
pundits, journalists, sympathizers, and even her worse detractors cannot come to an
agreement about her cultural and racial identity. Some attack her as not black enough due
to her maternal Indian ancestry or her paternal Jamaican ancestry underscoring that
blackness is exclusive to African Americans. While history is being written, the questions
about belonging and identity that haunted the lives of Grillo, Thomas, and Santiago, are
leaving the margins to question the center of the political power and, in doing so, a new
social paradigm of non-hierarchical inclusion is being demanded. In Playing in the Dark,
Toni Morrison makes reference to blackness haunting whiteness so that whites invent
themselves against this ghostly opposition. This project is an attempt to shed some light
to these questions, with the hope that one day they will not be ‘haunting’ anymore.
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CHAPTER 1
UNFRAMING THEORY: POSTCOLONIAL, BLACK ATLANTIC,
HISPANIC TRANSATLANTIC STUDIES IN THE GLOBAL AMERICAS
I posit my dissertation at the intersection of broad and complex fields of study that
have deepened and complicated our understanding and approach to the cultural
production of groups that have been silenced, marginalized, and ignored in the social
fabrication (Haney López) of imagined communities (Anderson) within and beyond the
artificially imposed borders of nation-states. My research aims to open up a dialogue on
African Diaspora studies by examining the limits of two fields that fail to include groups
that do not easily fall into their object/subject of study. Transatlantic Studies in general,
and Black Atlantic and Hispanic Transatlantic Studies in particular, have surfaced as a
reaction to a historiography that has privileged Europe as the key holder to Modernity.
Eurocentric trains of thought submit that it was because of the new ideas developed
during the Enlightenment that societies developed and progressed to what they are now.
As Aníbal Quijano explains in “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Latin America,”
the elaboration of Eurocentrism as the hegemonic perspective of knowledge
otherwise … is based on two principal founding myths: first, the idea of the
history of human civilization as a trajectory that departed from a state of nature
and culminated in Europe; second, a view of the differences between Europe and
non-Europe as natural (racial) differences and not consequences of a history of
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power. Both myths can be unequivocally recognized in the foundation of
evolutionism and dualism, two of the nuclear elements of Eurocentrism. (542)
If we follow this point of view, Europe places itself as the example to follow, the model
to achieve while all other societies, and their cultures, lag behind in a less developed, less
‘civilized’ operating mode.
Postcolonial Studies question this unilateral, or uni-center, position by claiming
that it is in fact Europe’s relationship with Africa and the Americas that marks the
beginning of Modernity. In their introduction to Coloniality at Large: Latin America and
the Postcolonial Debate, Mabel Moraña et al. claim that, “Spanish and Portuguese
colonialism triggered, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a long series of
political, economic, and cultural processes which – with the support of an intricate and
diversified web of projects and discourses – instituted modernity as the space on
intelligibility where colonial domination could be implemented and legitimized as the
strategy that would allow the installation and consolidation of Western civilization as
defined by metropolitan standards. Understood in this way, Modernity is not a product of
the Enlightenment but a consequence of the colonizing and imperialistic European
project that begins in the late fifteenth century with the ‘discovery’ of America and
solidifies itself in the eighteenth century with the massive colonization of the Americas
and Africa. Furthermore, the construction of both Europe and the Americas as we know
them today is also result of the interactions between the two regions. Quijano explains
that, “since ‘modernity’ is about processes that were initiated with the emergence of
America, of a new model of global power (the first world-system), and the integration of
the peoples of the globe in that process, it is also essential to admit that it is about an
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entire historical period. In other words, starting with America, a new space/time was
constituted materially and subjectively: this is what the concept of modernity names”
(547). The field of Transatlantic Studies, positioning itself within the larger frame of
postcolonial studies, argues for a new paradigm to re-structure the relationships of
power/knowledge in a model that emphasizes the two sides of the Atlantic as loci of
geopolitical power. It is not simply to say that Europe would not exist without the
Americas and/or Africa, or vice versa. The focus of study lies within the relationships and
cultural exchanges, those that took place in colonial times and those that take place today,
between these continents. Yet, Walter Mignolo makes a significant distinction between
postulations coming from Europe and the rest of the world. By citing an argument
presented by Sir Francis Bacon, in the seventeenth century, Mignolo exemplifies how “a
conceptualization of knowledge” was inscribed “to a geopolitical space (Western Europe)
and erased the possibility of … a conceptualization and distribution of knowledge
‘emanating’ from other local histories” (“Geopolitics of Knowledge, 227). This critique
to postcolonial studies emerging from Europe is significant not only because Mignolo
demands a space to write from what he calls ‘colonial difference’ – “the difference
between center and periphery” (“Geopolitics,” 231)2 – but also because, according to
him, European scholars such as Wallerstein, miss an essential point in their formulation

For simplicity’s sake I did not include the whole citation in the main text but it is worth
including it here: “the irreducible colonial difference – the difference between center and
periphery, between the Eurocentric critique of Eurocentrism and knowledge production
by those who participated in building the modern/colonial world and those who have
been left out of the discussion. Las Casas defended the Indians, but the Indians did not
participate in the discussions about their rights” (231).
2
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of a modern/colonial world-system. He argues that the “Modern world-system analysis
brings colonialism into the picture, although as a derivative rather than a constitutive
component of modernity, since it does not yet make visible coloniality, the other
(darker?) side of modernity. It is indicative of Quijano’s merit that he has shown
coloniality to be the overall dimension of modernity, thereby distinguishing coloniality
from colonialism” (228). The Latin American scholar recognizes the Wallerstein’s
significant contribution by placing the beginnings of the modern world-system in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries – to coincide with the “emergence of the Atlantic
commercial circuit” (Mignolo, 228) – but he also highlights the European scholars’ ‘blind
spot:’ believing that colonialism is a consequence/effect of modernity when in fact,
modernity would have been impossible without the enterprise of colonization. The
concept of coloniality (Quijano) takes center stage to understand the world-wide sociopolitical and economic relationships during and post- independence of the American
colonies. As Mignolo warns us, it is “necessary to accept coloniality as constitutive of
modernity and not just as a derivative of modernity” (228). Colonialism (and even postcolonialism) is presented as a result of modernity; coloniality is formative of modernity.
Furthermore, as I will explain in more detail below, the concept behind coloniality allows
us to study patterns of control of power/knowledge that date back to colonial times are
still in place today.
Once Europe, together with Eurocentric thought, has been de-centered and the
voices coming from the territories which had been deemed as inferior and primitive and
had been forced into a place of subjugation started to be heard, scholars started to look
within and across borders to study the peoples, and their cultural productions, that had
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been silenced. Fields such as Black Atlantic and Hispanic Transatlantic studies are two
examples of disciplines that incentivized such academic conversations. As we see from
the names given to these fields, the Atlantic Ocean became the new protagonist as it came
to be seen as the necessary connector among the parts. It was the Atlantic that made the
modern/colonial world-system possible.
In The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, a foundational
piece in Black Atlantic Studies, Paul Gilroy proposes the idea of the Black Atlantic as a
way of pushing the boundaries of English and African-American Studies and he chooses
“the images of ships in motion across the spaces between Europe, America, Africa, and
the Caribbean as a central organizing symbol” since “the image of the ship –a living,
micro-cultural, micro-political system in motion -… immediately focus[es] attention on
the middle passage, on the various projects for redemptive return to an African homeland,
on the circulation of ideas and activists as well as the movement of key cultural and
political artifacts” (4). Gilroy, then, makes very clear the importance in examining not
only the connections made by people on both shores of the Atlantic, but also through the
interactions of their cultural production. Similarly, Julio Ortega, a pioneer in the Hispanic
Transatlantic Studies, defines this field as, “un mapa reconstruido entre sus flujos
europeos, americanos y africanos, que redefine, por tanto, los monumentos de la
civilización, sus instituciones modernas, y hermenéuticas en disputa… Su discurso se
mueve entre islas que rehacen la nominación y costas que exceden la catalogación”
(“Post-teoría,” 114). From this definition we can see some points in common with Black
Atlantic Studies: both claim to focus on the fluxes rather than the centers and both cite
the same geographical cornerstones as grounding points of their studies. The notion of

13

fluxes (‘flujos’ if we use Mary Louise Platt’s term) also implies a sense of mobility and
dynamism. At an individual, national, and transnational level, the notion of dynamism is
essential to comprehend the complex and porous borders of identity markers, on one
level, and of these fields of study on another one.
However, even at the core of these definitions we can perceive some problems.
Gilroy’s efforts to look at the Atlantic in a more comprehensive approach are marred by
his focus on the English language, which is not the only language spoken on either side
of the ocean. Even though some of his examples, such as Delany’s travels in the
nineteenth century, do touch on the three shores (United States, Europe, and Africa),
most of his focus lies on the North American-European (England) relationship, reducing
the idea of ‘Atlantic’ to ‘North Atlantic.’ Even African countries, in which English is
widely-used language, seem to be ignored. Moreover, even though he acknowledges,
from the very beginning, that “all blacks in the West, stand between (at least) two great
cultural assemblages” (1) and that they try “to face (at least) two ways at once” (3), it
seems that his interests are on the dichotomies black/white and African
American/European. A goal of this project is to focus on the cultures within the
parenthesis “(at least)”, going beyond the dichotomies that inform his work.
Ortega’s definition of transatlantic is also problematic. In the same article cited
above, he adds that, “se fue formulando la noción de lo trasatlántico como la trama
teórico-práctica de interacciones entre Europa, especialmente España, y las Américas
nuestras” (“Post-teoría,” 115). Here we cannot help but notice the emphasis put on Spain
and the use of the adjective ‘nuestras,’ which immediately connotes a sense of belonging
to Spain and an emphasis on the cultural connection between Spain and the Americas, the
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Hispanic connection. Thus, the colonizer-colonized dichotomy stays in place as the only
valid connection, without leaving space for alternative relationships. However, a question
arises when we pay attention to the migrant patterns of today: what if the Hispanic
connection takes place in a traditionally non-Hispanic place such as the United States? Or
among African and African-descendent communities in Spain and Latin America? In
another of his articles he mentions that, “la lectura transatlántica requiere la triangulación
del español que circula entre España, América Latina y Estados Unidos” (“Crítica”). I
find this point useful but problematic at the same time. On the one hand, he does
recognize the importance of movement between Latin America and the United States, but
he limits the scope of study by focusing on Spanish as the language in common. English,
Spanish, and "Spanglish" (code switching) are, today, all valid languages connected with
Hispanic cultures all across the Americas.3 Finally, in Ortega's conceptualization of the
Hispanic Transatlantic there is a lack of reference to cultural differences within the
Hispanic world due to different racial and cultural backgrounds. Even when the United
States is included, Africa and its cultural heritage/presence is still ignored, as seen in the
previous quote. All of these forces us to problematize the ideas and ideal behind the
concept of ‘Hispanic.’ As I delve into my project, I will explore how notions of mestizaje,
acculturation, transculturation, and hybridity play a role in the definition of ‘Hispanic.’ I
suggest that this generic term might be harmful when it comes to studying the cultural
production of peoples of mixed descent, such as indigenous or African populations.
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It is important to mention here that Brazil also gets excluded from Hispanic
Transatlantic Studies, as conceived by Ortega, due to language limitations as well as from
Black Atlantic Studies, as described by Gilroy. Though not a part of my current research
project, I would like to explore Afro-Brazil place within these fields in my future
research.
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Even though this switch from a one-center paradigm to multiple centers proposed
by Black Atlantic Studies and Hispanic Transatlantic Studies is indeed a welcome change
in understanding the systematic organization of the world, I still see a clear drawback to
how the objects/subjects of study are being approached. Though the demarcations
between the two fields might seem useful at first, I claim that this division is not an
innocent one. On the contrary, what seems to be a simple language division is,
undoubtedly, much more than that. I contend that this split between fields is a clear sign
that we are still operating under the same hegemonic paradigm of knowledge/power that
divided the colonial world into England and its colonies and Spain and its colonies. Brad
Epps presents a similar explanation when he says that, “el enfoque en la trayectoria
colonial española o en la (post)colonialidad del ‘mundo hispano’ (al igual que en enfoque
en la trayectoria colonial británica, francesa, holandesa, etc.), aunque indudablemente
importante, corre el riesgo de diluir, desdibujar o, como diría Dussel, encubrir, de nuevo,
la alteridad en nombre de una identidad nacional o pan-nacional” (127). His reflection is
pertinent to the study of U.S. Afro-Latino cultural production from a space of intersection
from both the Hispanic and the Anglo/Black Transatlantic fields. As Epps describes here,
by perpetuating lines of study that fall along linguistic/national lines, we are running the
risk of creating, de nuevo, spaces of Otherness, going against what the fields have
originally critiqued.
Aníbal Quijano’s notion of coloniality of power is fitting to frame my discussion:
he argues that the same structures and dynamics of power are still in place today as they
were during colonial times. As Mignolo states, “Colonialism is a concept that inscribes
coloniality as a derivative of modernity. In this conception, modernity occurs first, with
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colonialism following it. On the other hand, the colonial period implies that, in the
Americas, colonialism ended toward the first quarter of the nineteenth century. Instead
coloniality assumes, first, that coloniality constitutes modernity. As a consequence, we
are still living under the same regime” (248, 249). While the American colonies have
gained independence from the European powers throughout the nineteenth century,
allowing us to claim the colonialism (understood in a traditional manner) is over in the
Americas, the discourses and structures of power/knowledge (Foucault) dominant in the
colonial period are still thriving. To understand the continual imposition of sociopolitical
and economic structures that maintain coloniality in place a century (or more) after the
independence movements on this hemisphere, it is necessary to remember that
relationships are always marked by power and that a consequence of such dynamics tends
to be violence. However, nor power nor violence is always imposed through physical
means. Michel Foucault asserts that, “in any society, there are manifold relations of
power which permeate, characterize and constitute the social body, and these relations of
power cannot themselves be established, consolidated nor implemented without the
production, accumulation, circulation and functioning of a discourse”
(Power/Knowledge, 93). Quijano uses Foucault’s conceptualization to explain the everpresent coloniality of power in the Americas. He claims that this concept
‘consists, in the first place, of a colonization of the imaginary of the dominated
peoples, in other words, it acts within that imaginary. … The repression was
imposed, above all, on the ways of knowing, producing knowledge, producing
perspectives, images, and systems of images, symbols, modes of signification;
upon the resources, models, and instruments of formalized visual or intellectual
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expression. … The colonizers also imposed a mystified image of their own
models of production of knowledge and meaning’ (1992a, 438).” (Quoted in
Castro-Gómez, 281)
Now, instead of being put in place by the colonizers, they are perpetuated by the new
elites. Quijano establishes that since the independence period, “The problem is … that in
Latin America the Eurocentric perspective was adopted by the dominant groups as their
own, leading them to impose the European model of nation-state formation for structures
of power organized around colonial relations” (“Coloniality,” 570). Castro-Gómez,
without justifying the elites not the process by which they placed themselves into power,
rationalizes that this process is intrinsically connected to coloniality of power since
“‘European culture became a seduction; it gave access to power. After all, besides
repression, seduction is the main instrument of all power. Cultural Europeization turned
into an aspiration. It was a means of participating in colonial power’ ([Quijano], 1992a,
439)” (282). Even though the Peruvian scholar focuses on Latin America, the same
argument can be extended to the United States. In fact, Mignolo, in reference to the
construction of the ‘hemisferio occidental’ and ‘nuestra América’ (two concepts that,
albeit quite different in origin and nature, do attempt to represent the American continent
as a whole after independence), claims that,
La conciencia criolla en su relación con Europa se forjó como conciencia geopolítica más que como conciencia racial. Y la conciencia criolla, como conciencia
racial, se forjó internamente en la diferencia con la población afro-americana y
amerindia. La diferencia colonial se transformó y reprodujo en el período nacional
y es esta transformación la que recibió el nombre de ‘colonialismo interno.’ El
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colonialismo interno es, pues, la diferencia colonial ejercida por los líderes de la
construcción nacional. (“Colonialidad,” 251)
In this passage, the scholar brings to our attention not only that coloniality of power is
(re)presented as “colonialismo interno” by the elites criollas4 but also that race plays an
essential and intricate role in the construction of nation-states and regional constructs. I
will delve much deeper in the issues of race, racial constructions, and racial identities
below but it is important to always bear in mind that race, as a social construct, was not
limited to a colonial enterprise to justify the conquest and colonization of the Americas
(both Anglo and Hispanic) but a current social fabrication that defines notions and access
to power/knowledge even today.
Instead of implementing a diasporic optic that crosses both England/English and
Spain/Spanish dominant demarcations, many scholars choose to limit the scope of study
to a language and its culture, forgetting or ignoring that there are commonalities across
linguistic and cultural barriers. In fact, those barriers are constructed in the theoretical
world but, as is the case with Afro-Latinos in the United States, the reality of the African
diaspora groups is much more interconnected, among languages, cultures, and places of
origin. Joseba Gabilondo is one such scholar that attempts to bring both ‘Atlantics’
together (even if for his own political interests, as we will see below) but yet fails to see
that cultural and linguistic separations are nothing but artificially construed. His
participation as the Guest Editor in the special edition of the Arizona Journal of Hispanic

The word ‘criollo’ and its different forms is many times translated as ‘creole(s)’ in
English. However, I prefer to maintain the Spanish version for the implications and
connotations of the English term do not align exactly with the meaning of the Spanish
word.
4
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Cultural Studies in 2001 straightforwardly titled “The Hispanic Atlantic” has positioned
him as one of the main voices in this field of study. In his introduction to the volume, he
focuses on defining the concept of the Hispanic Atlantic based on his understanding of
modernity and of the Hispanic subject. His discussion is grounded as an indirect response
to Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic as Gabilondo uses Gilroy’s vision in the Hispanic
context.
To frame his contribution in a larger context, Gabilondo explains that, “there is an
urgency to respond to changes in a specific cultural and geopolitical context” for “The
Hispanic world (Latin America, Spain, and the Latino United States) is experiencing a
very productive and critical reconsideration of its national and continental geopolitics and
culture” (91). He argues that new approaches to concepts such as nation, race, gender and
sexuality, globalization, modernity and postmodernity, among others, forces us to look at
Latin America and Spain from beyond national borders. Given the significance of
Gilroy’s work in studying the Anglo-Saxon world, particularly when it comes to race
(Blackness), not by focusing on the continents but on the waters that connect them,
Gabilondo states that it seems “necessary to take an Atlantic approach to discuss Latin
American and Hispanic reality” (93). It is important to note here that in an endnote,
Gabilondo explains that, “The term Hispanic is used here [as in the whole article] to refer
to the entire geopolitical area defined by Spanish imperialism and Castilian language:
Latin America, Spain, and the Latino world” (111). Following his definition, then, the
term Hispanic, as he uses it in this quote, should already encompass the term Latin
America yet he still makes a distinction between the two. As Epps argues, Gabilondo
seems more focused on a Spain-centered Hispanic Atlantic so perhaps this distinction
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underscores his emphasis (“Al sur y al este”). More importantly to my study, however, is
the fact that, based on his own definition, the term Hispanic does include “the Latino
world,” which we can safely assume refers to the Latino population and culture in the
United States but only if “the Castilian language” is the chosen language. Therefore, the
English-speaking Latino population and its cultural production is clearly excluded from
his definition of Hispanic and, thus, from the field of the Hispanic Atlantic as he
understands it.
Gabilondo does recognize that his “theorization of the Hispanic Atlantic
acknowledges [Gilroy’s] contribution” (93) but he is also quick to criticize the work of
the British scholar. Gabilondo highlights the significance of Gilroy’s situating “situates
modernity in a new chronotope as a result of which the former is displaced out of the
West into the Atlantic” (94) as it is consequential to the general understanding of
modernity and post-modernity. Yet, he is also quick to notice that this move to the
Atlantic is still framed within a Eurocentric perspective. The Basque scholar tells us that
“a quick glimpse at Gilroy’s book shows that Africa remains the negative space against
which Black American nationalist utopias are projected. From a Hispanic position one
cannot but conclude that Hispanic modernity is also vacated from Gilroy’s work so that
modernity becomes a British (as well as German and French) development” (100). As
Gabilondo connects his ‘Hispanic Atlantic’ to a modernity that originates in the sixteenth
century and the conquest of the Americas, he does echo Quijano and Mignolo’s
conceptualization, letting the reader believe that he also writes from a space/place of
colonial difference. However, following Epps’ lead in close-reading another powerful
statement by Gabinoldo forces us to revaluate the scholar’s ulterior motive. In his essay,
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he asserts that, “a new dialogue must be established between the Black and Hispanic
histories of the Atlantic. The ultimate outcome is … the universalization of the Hispanic
Atlantic so that the Black Atlantic also becomes Hispanic” (“Introduction,” 100).
Certainly, I am an advocate for dialogue between both fields as I have already expressed
the problems and consequences of considering these two fields as different entities. Epps
would not disagree either but he does note intrinsic problem with Gabilondo’s vantage
point. He wonders if
la supuesta universalización del Atlántico hispano que haría que el Atlántico
negro llegara a ser hispano se vería acompañada de una universalización del
Atlántico negro que haría que el Atlántico hispano llegara a ser negro … el lector
se queda con la impresión de justamente lo que el autor dice temer: a saber, la
neocolonización cripto-española del ‘mundo transatlántico’ y, más
específicamente, la reconversión del ‘Atlántico negro’ en otro espacio de dominio
‘hispano,’ aquí intelectual y postmoderno. La carga irónicamente imperialista de
la frase – ‘la universalización del Atlántico hispano para que el Atlántico negro
llegue a ser hispano también’ … pero no deja de ser llamativa, sobre todo en un
análisis que pretende desmenuzar la significación misma de la (post)modernidad
global en clave hispana. (“Al sur y al este,” 142)
Epps critiques Gabilondo’s attempt to encroach the Black Atlantic within the Hispanic
Transatlantic not as two equally significant components of perhaps a new field:
Transatlantic Studies (without any qualifiers) but in a subordinate order, an order in
which ‘lo hispano’ overtakes ‘lo negro’ in, as Epps suggests, a neocolonial move that
puts Spain back at the center of discussion and the Americas and Africa as the periphery.
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Returning to the presence/absence of Africa in Gilroy’s work, Epps points out that
“un examen más detenido del libro de Gilroy revela, no obstante, que África, sin ser el
principal objeto de estudio, desempeña un lugar destacado, incluso funcional, en la
conceptualización del ‘Atlántico negro’” (132). It is in fact in Gabilondo’s essay where
Africa is indeed presented as “un espacio negativo, a todas luces prácticamente ajeno al
‘mundo hispano’” (Epps, 132), not only as a continent without which any modernity
would have been impossible but also as a cultural heritage and influence that is ever
present in the Americas today. It is fitting to include here my main critique to Epps’
otherwise illuminating essay. He points out the African absence in Gabilondo’s work as
an absence of the continent, i.e. Africa as a loci of enunciation, point of communication,
and the other coast that makes the other two possible, but ignores the fact that
Gabilondo’s approach also ignores the African presence in the Americas. African cultural
production should be studied for its own sake as an intrinsic part of any Transatlantic
Studies (this is a fallacy in my own research project; in my conclusion I will refer to
further research projects that involve studying the cultural production of Equatorial
Guinea as another example of how both the Black Transatlantic Studies and Hispanic
Transatlantic Studies can and should come together), yet the influence of Africa in the
cultural production of the Americas cannot and should not be ignored.
Gabilondo’s second point of critique is based on Gilroy’s scope of work. The
former argues that the latter’s work “is particularly framed by the British colonial
experience and he does not transcend it – hence the little importance given, for example,
to languages other than English as if the Black Atlantic were intrinsically Anglophone”
(101) Even though I do agree with Gabilondo on the linguistic limitations that Gilroy
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imposes onto the Black Atlantic, the same critique should be made onto Gabilondo’s
Hispanic Atlantic for he also imposes linguistic limitations upon his version of the
Atlantic as a field of study. I have mentioned before that he, for example, excludes
cultural production in English by Latino writers in the United States but he also ignores
languages spoken by native communities in the Americas. As critical as Epps is in regard
to Gabilondo’s formulation of ‘el Atlántico hispano,’ he fails to notice the linguistic
exclusionist approach in place here.
I would like to underscore a point made by Epps in his article that is not only at
the core of my own analysis but that is also an important contribution to the fields of
study under scrutiny in this chapter. He brings to the foreground the connection between
‘lo negro’ and ‘lo hispano’ not as characteristics or modifiers that should and do
cohabitate but that are intrinsically connected. He first notes that, “la esclavitud,
absolutamente central a la formulación del Atlántico negro, apenas deja huella en la
formulación del Atlántico hispano: como si la modernidad hispana pudiera articularse, en
todo su presunto particularismo universalista, más allá de la institución más devastadora
de toda la empresa colonial” (138). That is to say, Modernity – as understood by Quijano,
Mignolo, and other Latin Americanists and even Gabilondo – would be impossible
without Africa’s entering the world-system that permitted the conquest and colonization
of the Americas. Furthermore, Africa is not only part of a colonial past but it is very
much part of a present marked by coloniality. Moreover, when he agrees with Gabilondo
on the need for “un nuevo diálogo entre las historias negras e hispanas del Atlántico”
(142), he includes a paranthetical aside that is quite important: “como si sólo
constituyeran categorías separadas y no, por la fuerza misma de la historia colonial,
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categorías mixtas también” (142). “Mixtas” is the key word in this short quote as it
speaks of a hybridity that is impossible to ignore. Epps’s understanding of these two
binary categories, black and hispanic, as always already present and intertwined due to
the long historical and current relationships between the continents on both sides of the
ocean is indeed significant because, as we will see in the next chapters, the cultural
production of U.S. Afro-Latinos puts into evidence the struggles with the reality of this
concept. My analysis of the primary texts will demonstrate that ‘lo hispano’ and ‘lo
negro’ are intrinsic components to the social construction of identities at the individual,
national, and across-borders levels.
In spite of the boundaries each field has created for itself, they both introduce
concepts that are indeed useful to understanding the complexities of the African
Diaspora, in particular the specific situations of U.S. Afro-Latinos. For example, Gilroy
challenges the fictional construct of homogenous national identities in the Anglophone
world. He uses the concept of ‘cultural insiderism’ to explain, and critique, the radical
distinction between races and their cultural production, which “construct the nation as an
ethnically homogenous object” (3). A value system is implied in this concept, as the
cultural production of the dominant race is perceived as valid/valued while that of the
marginalized races is perceived as invalid/unvalued. Therefore, the latter is consciously
excluded and marginalized by the former one as it constructs a fiction of homogeneity.
He critiques this vision by inserting black (Anglophone) cultural production in the
construct of national identities. Even though he uses this notion in the Anglophone
context, it can be applied to the Latin American one as well. Latin American countries, as
we have seen above, have constructed and still perpetuate national identities based on a
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fiction of homogeneity that valued, encouraged, and perpetuated the key ideas developed
during the Enlightenment period. Today, this sharp distinction between races is still very
much in place in the dominant discourse of these countries, where a large percentage of
the population and/or a small but powerful elite insist that African descendants do not
constitute a part of the demographics or that as a result of mestizaje, the racial democracy
created an equal and homogenous field while, in fact, the concept of mestizaje is used to
hide a racist discourse that indeed places higher value in whiteness and the cultural
production of whites. The concept of ‘cultural insiderism’ applies to Afro-Latinos in the
United States as their cultural background, a mixture of African and Hispanic cultures, is
often excluded and/or marginalized in both social and academic discourses on race. As
members of a society and culture that promote and emphasize clear-cut labels, U.S. AfroLatinos are sometimes pushed to choose one or the other, black or Latino. However, this
choice is a sign of the lack of understanding of their complex sense of identity: they are
both black and Latino, or better said, a unique combination of traces of both backgrounds
that create a new sense of identity. The difficulties that fields of study and disciplines
within the American academia have to ‘place’ the cultural production of US Afro-Latinos
is also a testament to a reigning value system that differentiates between canonical and
non-canonical works as well as between places of origin and cultural backgrounds. It is
true that in recent years, important steps have been taken to incorporate the cultural
production of minority groups into the Humanities. However, the fact that we still refer to
this literature in terms of ‘minority,’ ‘MELUS,’ etc. and that we question its belonging in
both the Spanish and/or English programs is a sign that more needs to be done.
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Another important concept for my research is the multiple selves that are
constituent of individual identities, which underscores the complexities of the diasporic
subject. As James Clifford in many of his works, such as in Routes, suggests, these
subjects live in a constant negotiation of different spaces and time: they live in a present
while looking into a past (time and space/place) that they wish could be (but cannot be)
the future. Stuart Hall’s analysis on identities proves helpful here, as he posits three
presences in the diasporic subject. First, an African presence that is both unspoken and
unspeakable, relating to a home to which the subject cannot return but can imagine.
Secondly, a European presence “which is endlessly speaking - and endlessly speaking us”
(232), placing the subject into a specific position/situation but, and Hall sees this point as
even more important, also makes the subject put himself/herself in this position through
the internalized discourses of power and knowledge. Finally, a New World/Americas
presence which he sees as “the primal scene - where the fateful/fatal encounter was
staged between Africa and the West” (234), the place that brings the other vertexes
together. He argues the Americas are “the beginning of diaspora, of diversity, of
hybridity and difference” (235).
This leads us to ideas of mixing and hybridity. Within Hispanic studies, there is a
long tradition exploring ideas of cultural and racial mixing, as it is a crucial phenomenon
to fully understand the complex construction of identities for the Latin American
subjects, such as the foundational concepts of transculturación developed by Fernando
Ortiz and hibridación developed by Néstor García Canclini. In his book, The Impure
Imagination, Joshua Lund presents a deep and detailed critique of Canclini’s work. Lund
argues that he is not against the concept of hybridity but he sees a great oversight in the
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way it was formulated by the Argentine critic. Canclini tries to move away from the idea
of race by dissociating his concept from the idea of mestizaje when, according to Lund,
“a discourse of race underwrites theories of hybridity” (3), even when looking at the
cultural practices of modern times as Canclini does. Furthermore, Lund borrows Aníbal
Quijano’s concept of ‘coloniality of power’ to situate his critique in the Latin American
context: “coloniality of power emphasizes the way in which colonially derived social
relations underwrite our contemporary world” (ix). That is to say, the way societies (and
consequently, their cultural production) are organized, viewed, and valued is still very
much dependent on the social hierarchies developed during colonial times, when the
colonizing, European elite had complete control over the social, political, and economic
institutions. Today, the same structures of power are still in place in both Latin America
and the United States, as the new elites in the former colonies perpetuate the same
system. Race is, then, an element that cannot be ignored for it still marks, as it did in
colonial times, access and lack of access to power structures.
The fields of Black Atlantic Studies and Hispanic Transatlantic Studies are
significant stepping stones to re-thinking concepts such as Modernity, Colonialism,
Postcolonialism, and Coloniality. They allow us to move away from a Eurocentric
perspective and study the many connections between Europe, Africa, and the Americas,
the complex interactions between people and cultural production in both colonial and
contemporary times. However, these two fields still have limitations. Because they focus
on the language and culture of the colonizing powers, England and Spain, and not in the
diasporic flows that occur within the Americas and across the Atlantic, these fields still
perpetuate a systematic world division that started in colonial times, making us question
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the notion of postcolonialism as a valid term for our modern reality and encouraging us to
think in terms of (post)coloniality instead. These fields also continue to exclude certain
groups, such as U.S. Afro-Latinos, that do not easily fit into their working labels. This is
where I see the contributions that my research can provide to the field of Transatlantic
Studies: by engaging the limits of both Black Atlantic Studies and Hispanic Transatlantic
Studies to examine the exclusionary nature of the present understanding of diasporic
subjects and include new subjects that become visible from within the spaces of
interaction between these two fields.
African Diaspora
To ground my research in the context of the African Diaspora demands that I
define this concept, a task that proves to be extremely difficult for the term diaspora
thrives in escaping definitions. In fact, Clifford refers to it as a “traveling term”
(Diasporas, 302) that escapes clear-cut definitions. Even if the field of diasporic studies
seems relatively new, the concept of diaspora itself is not: the Jewish people are often
cited as the emblematic diasporic people and many working definitions use the Jewish
example to attempt to draw the limits of this concept. Diaspora, in very general terms,
refers to the displacement of a group of people who are not quite accommodated/
assimilated anywhere else. However, to fully comprehend the complexities underlying
this field of study, it is imperative to dialogue with the scholars that are considered the
figures of this field.
In 1991, Khachig Tötölyan wrote the introduction to the first volume of a new
journal: “Diaspora: a Journal of Transnational Studies.” Here he establishes the focus of
the journal is, “the ways in which nations, real yet imagined communities (Anderson), are
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fabulated, brought into being, made and unmade, in culture and politics, both on land
people call their own and in exile … such processes as they shape and are shaped by the
infranational and transnational Others of the nation-state” (3). Although this statement
refers to the journal, we can highlight two points as essential to a definition of diaspora,
particularly in the context of this research project: first, that the concept of diaspora
works on two separate but intertwined levels – the infranational and the transnational,
within and across nation-states borders. Secondly, that the process of Othering is what
allows for diasporic movements and diasporic feelings. Tötölyan gives further historical
background as he counter-balances three different processes that have shaped the sociopolitical and economic discourses of today: the “fragmentation, heterogeneity, and
unparalleled dispersion” of the “past five centuries,” the normalizing processes of nationstate construction during the nineteenth century “which as a polity claims special political
and emotional legitimacy, representing a homogeneous people, speaking one language, in
a united territory, under the rule of one law,” and the “cultural and political regrouping,
of renewed confidence for ethnonations existing across the boundaries of established
nation-states” in “the past five decades” (4). In a very succinct summary of the longstanding conditions that have shaped the modern world since the conquest and
colonization of the Americas, Tötölyan explains the importance of diasporic studies as
well as the urgency to re-define the concept of diaspora to accommodate the
contemporary voluntary and forced dispersions of peoples. On that note, he concludes
that, “the term that once described Jewish, Greek, and Armenian dispersion now shares
meanings with a larger semantic domain that includes words like immigrant, expatriate,
refugee, guest-worker, exile community, overseas community, ethnic community. This is
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the vocabulary of transnationalism” (4, 5). The “hegemony-seeking national elites”
fabricates5 a nation-state based on a normative homogeneity that is based on assimilation
and exclusion/Othering – that which cannot be assimilated is othered to the point of total
exclusion from the national discourse – and that survives on the silencing of these othered
groups. He argues that the insistence of these groups to be seen and heard by different
means of cultural productions has forced a new outlook for the nation-states. He explains
that this is “a vision of the world as a ‘space’ continually reshaped by forces – cultural,
political, technological, demographic, and above all economic – whose varying
intersections in real state constitute every ‘place’ as a heterogeneous and disequilibriated
site of production, appropriation, and consumption, of negotiated identity and affect” (5).
It is within this context that I situate my research. The authors, and their memoirs, studied
here serve as examples of this new ‘space’ that on the one hand, cannot be silenced any
longer and, on the other, that must negotiate through many different axes to complicate
ideas of identity and nation building but also of fields of study.
Tötölyan’s introduction allows us to contextualize ‘diaspora’ and ‘diasporic
studies.’ However, it is William Safran’s article in the same volume that dwells deeper
into defining the concept of diaspora. In his lengthy article, Safran presents three main
points that are relevant to this investigation. First of all, his own definition of diaspora.
Like many other scholars, he too establishes the Jewish diaspora as “the ‘ideal type’” (84)
from which to base a more comprehensive definition of this concept. In his words, “the
concept of diaspora be applied to expatriate minority communities whose members share

I am using the term ‘fabricates’ here in the sense given to it by Ian Haney López in
“The Social Construction of Race.” See the References section for a full citation.
5
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several of the following characteristics: 1) they, or their ancestors, have been dispersed
from a specific original ‘center’ to two or more ‘peripheral,’ or foreign, regions; 2) they
retain a collective memory, vision, or myth about their original homeland – its physical
location, history, and achievements; 3) they believe that they are not – and perhaps
cannot be – fully accepted by their host society and therefore feel partly alienated and
insulated from it; 4) they regard their ancestral homeland as their true, ideal home and as
a place to which they or their descendants would (or should) eventually return – when
conditions are appropriate; 5) they believe they should, collectively, be committed to the
maintenance or restoration of their original homeland and to its safety and prosperity; and
6) they continue to relate, personally or vicariously, to that homeland in one way or
another, and their ethnocommunal consciousness and solidarity are importantly defined
by the existence of such a relationship” (83, 84). This definition by characteristics
determines the key necessary components to determine if any “‘dispersed’ minorities
populations” (86) can be classified as ‘diaspora.’ Based on Safran’s own analysis of
examples presented in his article, other than the Jewish and Armenian diasporas seem to
fall short in at least one category forcing us to question whether this definition is platonic
(Diaspora with capital letter to convey the ideal form) or practical enough to study
contemporary demographic movements that result in a “diasporic consciousness” (85).
Granted, Safran does pre-condition his definition by announcing that “several”
characteristics are needed, implying that, perhaps, it is indeed impossible for a group to
represent all characteristics. I will resume this point later in this chapter as I posit US
Afro-Latinos against these rules to ascertain that they are indeed diasporic and, thus,
should be included in this field of study.
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The second point that Safran presents is the complicated and complexed
“triangular relationship” (91) between the diasporic group, the homeland, and the host
country. He argues that the “homeland myth” (91) is at the base of this relationship as
each side of the triangle uses it to its own advantage. To illustrate how the diaspora
makes use of the homeland myth, Safran goes back to religious diasporas and explains
that, “the myth of return serves to solidify ethnic consciousness and solidarity when
religion can no longer do so” (91). This can be extended to other forms of diaspora as
well. In the memoirs studied in this project, the myth of the homeland acts as a backbone
to a community that struggles with cultural differences and systemic discrimination. For
these authors, it is not religion but the Hispanic culture that reinforces a sense of
community to face and confront the daily life challenges in the host country. This second
vertex, in fact, fabricates “majority-minority relations” under which “members of
diaspora communities are by turns mistreated by the host country as ‘strangers within the
gates’ or welcomed or exploited for the sake of [its own] … domestic and diplomatic
interests” (92, italics added). The italicized phrase resonates with the realities of US
Afro-Latinos, particularly with those whose works I analyze in this project, as even their
US citizenship does not protect them against socially constructed imagery of foreignness
based on both their African ancestry and their Hispanic origin. This social and political
context reinforces the idea of a homeland, albeit mythical, where foreignness would be
replaced with belonging. The third axis, the homeland, also has a complicated
relationship with its diaspora as “returnees, particularly from host countries that are more
advanced than the homeland, might unsettle its political, social, and economic
equilibrium” (94). In Safran’s example pertinent to this research, blacks could be too
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Americanized to return to Africa (94). His points, though valid, brings into attention
another valid point specific to the US Afro-Latino diaspora as a sub-group of the African
diaspora at large: the former finds its most recent mythical homeland in Latin America
while the latter sees Africa as the homeland to which to return. However, the idea of a
return to any mythical homeland serves as a unifying concept while in the host country
rather than a plausible and/or feasible end-result. As Safran puts it, “the ‘return’ … is
used to make life more tolerable by holding out a utopia – or eutopia – that stands in
contrast to the perceived dystopia in which actual life is lived” (94, italics original). The
diasporic communities understand that the homeland they would wish to return does not
exist other than in their shared and nostalgic imagery while in the host country. Yet, it is
this desire of an impossible return that ties the communities together and strengthen them
to carry on with their daily lives in a not so welcoming host country.
Finally, I would like to comment on Safran’s positioning on the African and
Hispanic communities in the Americas (the United States, more specifically) as it is an
essential point in my project. The main focus of Safran’s limited analysis of black
communities in the United States is that even though they do have “a homeland myth, …
it can no longer be precisely focused” and, furthermore, they “no longer have a clearly
defined African cultural heritage to preserve” (90). Safran claims that, “[f]or these
reasons, American blacks attempting to maintain – and rationalize – their ethnoracial
distinctiveness (and their status as a diaspora) have seen the need to create a culture that
is different from that of the majority; however, some elements of that culture, such as
‘Black English,’ have low prestige and impede social mobility” (90, italics original).
Unfortunately, Safran does not further explain what he truly means by using the word

34

‘create’ nor justifies his use of italics. Is he implying that this creation is forced? That it
does not present true connections to their African ancestry as it is far removed from their
current realities? That the sole objective of the creation is to maintain a diasporic status?
And if so, with which purpose? More rhetorical questions come to mind, but we do not
find any answers in Safran’s article. While he presents more in-depth analyses of other
diasporic communities, his approach to both African Americans and Hispanics in the
United States, as we are going to see below, are presented as an afterthought, taking away
from any valid points (such as the stigma associated with “Black English”) claimed by
the author.
Safran dedicates only two short paragraphs to the Hispanic communities in the
United States and he focuses on two particular but different groups: Mexican Americans
and Cuban Americans. As a general statement, he claims that the “Hispanic (or Latino)
community in the United States has not generally been considered a diaspora” (90). It is
not clear here if Safran means the terms ‘Hispanic’ and ‘Latino’ as interchangeable or as
representative of two different but related communities. Since this is the only time he
uses the latter term, it is impossible to draw any conclusions other than his overgeneralization and simplification of the Hispanic community hinders his overall argument
and positioning of this community in relationship with the American community at large.
As for Mexican Americans specifically, Safran argues that, “although subject to periodic
discrimination, they are assimilating at a steady pace” (90). One explanation for such
assimilation is a lack of connection to the homeland myth partly “because the homeland
cannot be easily idealized. The poverty and political corruption of Mexico … stand in too
sharp a contrast with conditions in the United States” (90). Safran seems to present here a
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rose-tinted reality of Mexican Americans in the United States. While it might be true that
many have assimilated, there are still many cultural and economic ties with the
motherland to deny the existence of a homeland myth or an utopian return and, thus, be
stripped of a diasporic consciousness. On the other hand, Cuban Americans do qualify as
a diasporic community, according to Safran, for when they left Cuba at the beginning of
Castro’s regime, “they kept alive the hope of returning to their homeland … and initially
resisted the idea of giving up their Cuban citizenship” (90). However, the author himself
admits that throughout the years, the links between the different elements of the
triangular relationship have changed drastically, so much so that “the myth of return [has
become] attenuated with the second generation” (90). Unfortunately, the author does not
expand on these two examples to tease the perceived differences between these two
groups. Although we can identify, from his standpoint, a historical difference between
Mexican and Cuban migrants and their connection to their homeland, it does seem as
both communities, in current times (and, again, from his perspective) have a similar lack
of connection with their countries of origin. Therefore, it is hard to prove why Cuban
Americans are still considered a diasporic community while Mexican Americans are not.
I am fully aware that Safran’s main area of research is France and Franco ethnopolitics.
However, in comparison to the greater detailed analyses that he provides for other
dispersed groups of peoples (not all of them related to the francophone world), the
inclusion of Black Americans and Hispanic (Latino?) Americans does read like an
afterthought on his part.
Despite my afore mentioned critique, I do find Safran’s closing statement key to
my research project. He states that, “The complex and flexible positioning of ethnic
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diasporas between the host countries and homelands thus constitutes a prototype for
various sets of coordinates that social units and individuals use for defining, centering,
and (if necessary) ‘delocalizing’ their activities and identities, and that social scientists
may use in analyzing the relationship between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ and between
state and society” (95). Undoubtedly, this passage is essential to understanding the
complex and multi-level process at stake when we bring concepts such as identity
construction and perception, foreignness and belonging, the individual and the political
(understood as society), and cultural and ethnic difference all within the overpowering
reach of normative discourses of power/knowledge that predetermine social, political,
and economic statuses. In the following chapters, these different concepts will be applied
to the detailed analysis of four memoirs by US Afro-Latino authors to not only illustrate
the complexities of each of these vertexes but also even more complex intersections
between them, resulting in a group that is triple Othered.
Three years after the first volume of the first journal dedicated to the study of
diasporas, James Clifford published an essay simply titled “Diasporas” that was to
become the pivotal text on the matter as well as a central text to connect this field with
the Black Atlantic Studies field that was being recognized at the same time. As such, I
will approach this text in three ways: first, as further analysis of important components of
the study of diasporas in general; secondly, as a connector to the following section in this
introduction – Black Atlantic Studies; and, finally, focusing on its shortcomings, namely,
the lack of the Hispanic world in his research.6

6

It is important to mention here that Clifford is highly aware of the limited scope of his
article. In fact, in the second paragraph, he introduces “a few caveats” to explain the
survey-like nature of his essay. He admits a “North American bias” and admits that more
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In an effort to produce a comprehensive definition of diaspora, Clifford takes Safran’s
definition – introduced in full above – as his starting point. After both quoting
extensively and summarizing Safran’s definition7, Clifford proceeds to critique it. He
admits that “Safran is right to focus attention on defining diaspora” but he disagrees in
“constructing our working definition of a term like diaspora by recourse to an ‘ideal
type’” (306, italics original). As we have discussed before, the ‘ideal type’ refers to the
Jewish diaspora which, according to Safran fulfills all six defining characteristics.
However, Clifford argues that “even the ‘pure’ forms … are ambivalent, even embattled,
over basic features” (306). In his opinion, not even the Jewish diaspora completely and
permanently fulfills the requirements of such a definition. Moreover, he highlights two
major issues that result from the strictness of Safran’s concept: on the one hand, Safran
does not take into account that “societies wax and wane in diasporism, depending on
changing possibilities – obstacles, openings, antagonisms, and connections – in their host
countries and transnationally” (306). This is an important point since it allows for the
cyclical changes in the political climate; societies are dynamic entities that change based
on the social, political, and economic context. A working definition of diaspora must
acknowledge and permit for a cyclical diasporic consciousness. On the other hand, the
second consequence to Safran’s definition is the creation of a strata of diasporic
communities. As Clifford explains, “groups become identified as more or less diasporic,
having only two, or three, or four of the basic six features” (306). Perhaps
unintentionally, Safran gives space to a ranking that catalogues and classifies dispersed

research needs to be done on “gender bias and class diversity” in relationship to the study
of diasporic groups.
7
In order to avoid repetition, please see full quote where I discuss Safran.
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communities resembling the structure of social stratification that the hegemonic elites are
eager to perpetuate in order to control access to power/knowledge.
A final point of critique is in relationship to Safran’s idea of origin and return. Clifford
counters the former’s argument by claiming that, “Decentered, lateral connections may
be as important as those formed around a teleology or origin/return. And a shared,
ongoing history of displacement, suffering, adaptation, or resistance may be as important
as the projection of a specific origin” (306). Here Clifford speaks to the transnational
aspects of diaspora (in italics when I refer to the concept) since he highlights the
common experiences and/or feelings of different diasporic groups instead of the
exclusive relationship of one group with its homeland. That is not to say that a diasporic
consciousness can be achieved without a nostalgic view and connection to the motherland
but given that the return is mostly implausible if not impossible – as Safran himself and
others agree – the “lateral connections” should be consider another defining feature of
diaspora, as important as the idea of an original land to which to return.
Given the shortcomings that Clifford finds in Safran’s definition, he undertakes a
different approach: “to specify the discursive field diacritically … [focusing] on
diaspora’s borders, on what it defines itself” (307). The irony that a concept whose object
of study is dispersed groups of people across/through geographical, political, and cultural
limits and their complex relationships with the homeland and the host nation-state is
fervently trying to escape theoretical delimitations does not escape me. Yet, within the
academic world, scholars – including the ‘founding fathers’ of the field, insist on
enclosing the concept and field by means of ‘borders.’
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Clifford does preface his working definition with a disclaimer worth mentioning,
as it aims to differentiate his approach to the rigid, atemporal approximation by Safran.
He states that, “It is important to stress that the relational positioning at issue here is not a
process of absolute othering, but rather of entangled tension” (307). With this in mind, he
proceeds to explain that, “Diasporas are caught up with and defined against (1) the norms
of nation-states and (2) indigenous, and especially, autochthonous, claims by ‘tribal’
peoples” (307). Assimilation and accommodation are two concepts that Clifford brings to
the foreground to explain his first point of difference – the nation-state. Although he does
not define these two terms, he does use them to expand on the differences between
immigrant and diasporic communities. The scholar states that, “In assimilationist national
ideologies such as those of the United States, immigrants may experience loss and
nostalgia, but only en route to a whole new home in a new place” (307). Accordingly,
immigrants differ from diasporic groups because the former, albeit perhaps painfully, do
go through a full cycle of assimilation to become part of the American society at large.
That is not to say that they might not maintain some cultural, and even political ties to
their home countries but that, differently from diasporic peoples, immigrants conform to
the social fabric of the nation-state. The process of assimilation is ineffective in
integrating diasporic communities to the host’s society at large for “peoples whose sense
of identity is centrally defined by collective histories of displacement and violent loss
cannot be ‘cured’ by merging into a new national community” (307). When these groups
are victims of systemic and societal discrimination based on prejudices and stereotypes
grounded on pseudo-science from several centuries ago but still holding discursive
power, ‘merging’ into the host society is indeed impossible. Consequently, the only
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resource available to adapt to and make the new living situation more bearable is to
“encode practices of accommodation with, as well as resistance to, host countries and
their forms” (307). Another factor that prevents assimilation is the transnational nature of
the diaspora as groups develop “networks built from multiple attachments” (307). Given
these connections across nation-state borders, “exclusively nationalist” (307) feelings of
belonging to the host country cannot be expected from a diasporic consciousness.
Clifford also explains the binary opposition diaspora/autochthonous as he
continues to define diaspora by means of negation (that which is not). Different from the
ambivalence that Clifford presents when distinguishing immigrant from diasporic
communities,8 his distinction between the latter and tribal societies is indeed more
defining, even if not conclusive. The main differentiating feature is the relationship these
two peoples have with land. Clifford posits autochthonous and diasporic groups at
opposite sides of a “rootedness” spectrum: the former sense of “rootedness in the land is
precisely what diasporic peoples have lost” (310). Clearly, the dispersed diasporic
communities can be partly identified by a nostalgic longing for the land they cannot call
home any longer; meanwhile, tribal groups can claim “natural or first-nation sovereignty”
(310, italics original) over a territory. However, Clifford admits that “the tribal-diasporic
opposition is not absolute” (310) also due to the complexities of the concept of home, on
the one hand and, in the other, due to the fluidity of historical changes. In spite of
occupying the lands of their ancestors, tribal groups also experience a nostalgic sense of
belonging to a homeland that was not deemed as a reservation, a homeland in which their

In an endnote to his article, Clifford admits that the “distinction between immigrant and
diasporic experiences … should not be overdrawn” (328) since they serve a theoretical
purpose but are indeed more fluid in real life.
8
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culture could thrive. Furthermore, a sense of political destitution and disenfranchisement
would also invite tribal peoples to join a diasporic consciousness.
Tötölyan, Safran, and Clifford himself have demonstrated the insistence with
which diaspora escapes enclosing and rigid definitions. Since his approximation to the
term has proven as undefining as Safran’s, Clifford attempts to classify diasporic studies
in hopes that this academic field responds better to definitions. Namely, his focus is on
opposing this field to another one that has also been stimulating scholarly work and
concrete changes in the Humanities departments of universities across the Americas:
border studies9. Taking into account that the corpus on which both fields focus is the
cultural productions of “marginal histories and cultures of crossing” (304), the
overlapping of the two is pretty straightforward. However, “borderlands are distinct in
that they presuppose a territory defined by a geopolitical line: two sides arbitrarily
separated and policed, but also joined by legal and illegal practices of crossing and
communication” (304). In contrast, “multi-locale diaspora cultures are not necessarily
defined by a specific geopolitical boundary” (304). Following Clifford’s argument, then,
we can conclude that concrete borders and geographical entities hold preference to the
shared experiences of ostracization, discrimination, and othering that marginalized
groups sustain in their host countries. It is here worth mentioning a point of critique to
Clifford’s method that repeats throughout his article: in order to avoid Safran’s inflexible
definition of diaspora, he introduces an argument only to contradict himself – at least
partially – to prove the permeability and fluidity of this concept. In this case, he undoes
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This comparison seems even more appropriate given the scope of my research project
and the tendencies to equate border studies with the Hispanic world and its cultural
production in the United States.
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the difference he just created in two ways: first, by admitting that, “diasporic forms of
longing, memory, and (dis)identification are shared by a broad spectrum of minority and
migrant populations” (304) implying that these two groups (and their corresponding
academic fields) do come together at the intersections of their shared experiences.
Secondly, geographic distance between the diasporic communities and their homelands
shorten and “increasingly find themselves in border relations” thanks to “modern
technologies of transport, communication, and labor migration” (304). His blurring of the
lines he himself attempts to demarcate does not prevent him from concluding that, “[it] is
worth holding onto the historical and geographical specificity of the two paradigms” –
border studies and diaspora studies – even if “the terms border and diaspora bleed into
one another” (304, italics original). I have emphasized this point because from an
American perspective, border studies seem to be the preferred discipline (other than
Chicano studies) to focus on the Latin American presence in the United States. This is so,
partly, due to the political context that focuses on the Central American migrants that
cross, literally, the southern border between Mexico and the United States as well as to
the oversimplification of the (mental) image that the American society has created of the
Hispanic migrant, that matches their preconceived notions of mestizaje and equal Latin
Americans to mestizos. Diasporic studies seem reserved for the African descendants in
the United States but, because of the reasons I just explained, Latin Americans in the
United States are not traditionally taken into account for this discipline. Migrants from
British or French Caribbean are but their counterparts from the Spanish Caribbean (and
the rest of Latin America, of course) are not. My dissertation project aims to bring this
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issue to the foreground, emphasizing the artificiality of social constructs and academic
disciplines that do not reflect the real social dynamics put in place by normative powers.
Race in Latin America and the United States
According to Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan, the beginnings of Critical Race
Theory can be dated to the last few decades of the twentieth century (“Situating Race,”
959). This development seems closely connected to both the large increase of immigrants
coming to the United States from all over the world (but mainly from nonWhite/European countries) and the resounding presence of the Civil Rights Movements
that brought the perils and injustices lived by mostly-but-not-only African Americans in
this country. Even if the discipline did not develop until recently, it is without a question
that we can affirm that race, as an overarching episteme, has been at the core of the
dominant and structuring paradigms in place since the sixteenth century. Thus, a brief but
pertinent history on the discourse of race is necessary to better understand those issues
brought up by the primary authors – through their cultural production – studied in this
dissertation project. Writing in 1997, Peter Wade admits that, “issues connected with race
and ethnicity are taking on greater dimensions” (Race and Ethnicity, 1). Grillo, Thomas,
and Santiago, writing throughout the twentieth century would agree. Writing in 2020,
Wade’s words cannot ring any truer to me.
As it is the case many other socially constructed concepts that either reinforce or
fight against normative discourses, race also escapes easy and fixed definitions. Scholars
from fields such as law, anthropology, sociology, and cultural and literary studies, among
others, agree on the difficulty of defining this term. They also agree, however, on the
importance of understanding this term as fully as possible in order to better comprehend
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its implications in social stratification and dynamics. Haney López’s definition of race
“as a vast group of people loosely bound together by historically contingent, socially
significant elements of their morphology and/or ancestry” (966) synthesizes the
biological and cultural aspects that are at the root of all conceptualizations of race. He
adds that, “Race is neither an essence nor an illusion, but rather an ongoing,
contradictory, self-reinforcing, plastic process subject to the macro forces of social and
political struggle and the micro effects of daily decisions” (966). A close reading of the
four memoirs in the upcoming chapters prove the macro/micro relationship mentioned by
Haney López to be true: the conceptual and abstract ideas of race and racial stratification
have a very present and consequential impact on the daily lives of all peoples but even
more so for members of diasporic communities and minority groups such as US AfroLatinos. In his highly regarded text, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America, Peter Wade
avoids falling into reductionist definitions of race and, instead, opts to “look at how the
term has changed in meaning over time, so that we can see what it has come to mean”
(6). Starting from the premise that terms and concepts should be studied “in context of a
history of ideas” (5) that brings to mind a Foucauldian approach to knowledge, Wade
presents a detailed historiography of race as understood – mostly – in/from the Western
world. For the purpose of this project, I will summarize his presentation divided by
centuries as well as complement it with insights from other scholars.
Wade starts his trajectory with explorations on how race was perceived until
1800. Here he first refers to Michael Banton (1987) according to whom, during this time
period, race was seen as lineage (Wade, 6), meaning as “a stock of descendants linked to
a common ancestor; such a group of people shared a certain ancestry which might give
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them more or less common qualities” (Wade, 6). Wade also highlights that under this
premise, cultural and physical traits were not necessarily seen as different from each
other but also – and this distinction is indeed important – that “cultural traits were
naturalised without being biologised” (7). The difference between these two terms will
become essential in the next century and onwards. Once scholars look more carefully at
the social context on which racial discourse during this time is grounded, it was
impossible for them – especially writing from a postcolonial perspective – to ignore the
discourse on racial superiority already in place then. Wade refers to scholar Audrey Wade
(1993) since she “lays emphasis on the social, economic and political conditions in which
ponderings about human difference took place: exploration of Africa, the conquest of the
New World, colonialism, slavery” (Wade, 8). In a European context that was already
used to confrontations based on a superiority/inferiority binary, it was only natural that
that modus operandi became invigorated in this larger context and scale. Moreover, we
should remember that it is indeed during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that
Europe begins to emerge as its own entity, as Hall indicates (Hall 1992b in Wade, 8).
This self-creation as one entity is only possible by its mirror process: the othering of the
rest of the world based on a self-given sense of superiority and a sense of “paganism and
savagery” (Wade, 9) given to Africa and the New World. Finally, Wade presents
Goldberg’s ideas on race and modernity in an effort to further complicate our
understanding of both. The latter scholar observes “the concept of race as emerging with
modernity itself – ‘race is one of the central conceptual inventions of modernity’ (1993:
3) – and as intertwined with basic ideas of morality” (Wade, 9). Even though after a
quick reading Goldberg’s ideas seem ground-breaking, especially when considering them
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in opposition to Banton’s naïve articulations, postcolonial Latin Americanists such as
Quijano, Mignolo, and Moraña among others, would also be quick to critique Goldberg –
and indirectly, Wade. Race is not simply an ‘invention’ of modernity for modernity could
not have existed without the discourse of race as we know it. Quijano argues that
“America was constituted as the first space/time of the new model of power of global
vocation, and … it became the first identity of modernity” (“Coloniality,” 533). Race is
the connecting back bone that allows the Americas to become the first modern entity and
Europe, the second one as the ‘Old Continent’ redefines itself as the mirror, albeit
naturally and unquestionably superior, image of the ‘New World.’
The nineteenth century could arguably be the most complicated century in terms
of conflicting racial discourses that responded to different yet always overpowering
paradigms of social construction. Scientific progress and advancements, the expansion of
the ideas of the Enlightenment to the Americas, independence movements in the
Americas marked by civil unrest and wars, and the height and demise of the institution of
slavery all defined this one-hundred-year period. Race, once again, is the thread that ties
all these events and the relationships among them together. Wade defines this period as
“the age of scientific racism” (10) for the “‘natural’ differences were increasingly seen as
specifically ‘biological’ differences” (10). The anthropologist further explains that this
approach to biological traits, which perceive them as permanent and fixed, served two
connected purposes: the social stratification and hierarchy that continued to place
whiteness as the most civilized step on the social ladder was now unchangeable. That is
to say, the pseudo-science of the time justified a social determinism that grouped peoples
into fixed communities and rankings based on a (mis)understanding of biology and
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evolution. The institution of slavery does come to an end in the Americas at different
moments in this century. However, Wade believes that, “slavery was partly opposed in
terms of its unsuitability for a modern industrial society based on free wage labour (Eltis,
1987)” (11) and not necessarily due to an introspective look by the elites to reconsider the
inhumane nature of such an enterprise. The fact that discrimination and segregation (in
Latin America and the United States, respectively) continued well into the twentieth
century (and even today), validates Wade’s positioning.
The twentieth century “saw a period of changes and contradictions during which
the meanings attached to the term race varied very widely” (Wade, 12). The British
scholar believes that the two main reasons to explain the changes in race as a concept are,
first, the emergence of eugenics as “the idea that the reproductive capacities of
biologically ‘unfit’ individuals … and, more generally, the ‘inferior races’ should be
restricted” (12) and, secondly, the decline of “scientific racism” (12) due, in part, to the
delayed acceptance of Darwin’s “evolutionary theories” that “indicated that it was not
longer possible to think in terms of permanent racial types” (12) in conjunction with work
by other researchers, Franz Boas highly distinguished among them, that corroborated that
differences and variations within a group are more significant than those between groups
(Wade, 12). In a century marked by life-changing events at a global scale – two World
Wars, the Jewish genocide, the rise of workers’ and women’s rights advocates, and antisegregation movements as the one in the United States and Africa, among others – the
lack of a scientific rationale to justify the social stratification based on racial hierarchies
did not mean a complete overhaul of such discourses and paradigms. Instead, this time
period solidified the fact that “races are social constructions” (Wade, 13, italics original).
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Even though ‘construction’ is commonly used in this context, I do prefer Haney López’s
use of ‘fabrication’ when referring to racial denominations and labels for, as he explains,
“Fabrication implies the workings of human hands … More that the industrial term
‘formation,’ which carries connotations of neutral constructions and processes indifferent
to individual intervention, referring to the fabrication of races emphasizes the human
element” (969). His point is extremely important for it underscores the unavoidable
human participation in the dominant racial episteme. Discourses (in the Foucauldian
sense) are not built in an abstract vacuum. All members of society – without ignoring the
power that some members have over others – are participant in the racial fabrications and
need to take responsibility for their roles in this process. As I explore elsewhere in this
project, communities considered marginalized in the United States such as Latinos and
African Americans, also fabricate racial demarcations that place other marginalized
groups such as US Afro-Latinos in a space/place of inferiority.
Even though the general understanding both in popular and academic circles is
that there are no biological nor scientific reasons for the existence of races, that is not to
say that racial discourses have lost their significance. On the contrary, as Wade explains,
“Clearly, people may behave as if races did exist, and as a result, races do exist as social
categories of great tenacity and power” (14, italics original). Since the twentieth century
onwards – when scientific discoveries made genotype justifications impossible – cultural
and phenotype distinctions became the central markers to still group peoples under
different racial hierarchical classifications. Wade states that, “specific combinations of
skin colour, hair type and facial features … have been worked into racial signifiers” (15).
The primary authors studied in this dissertation make references to all three racial
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signifiers as intrinsic to their (self-) racial labeling and identification but also as the
source of individual and family-oriented pain and struggles.
Before focusing on racial fabrications in Latin America and the United States, it is
relevant to compare/contrast the idea of race with the idea of ethnicity as they both
overlap but can be distinguished from each other as well. Wade argues that the term
ethnicity, which started to be used in academia mid-twentieth century, was at first used to
refer to “people seen as minorities within larger nation-states” (16). He also presents
another argument for the use of this term in relationship to the term race: as the latter was
tainted by its close connections to defunct scientific rationale and racism, society at large
started to use the former term as a ‘politically correct’ way of referring to race, trying to
avoid the negative connotations. Yet, Wade notes that other scholars associate ethnicity
with cultural differences and race with phenotypical ones. He concludes by making a
compelling argument:
ethnicity is, of course, about cultural differentiation, but … it tends to use a
language of place (rather than wealth, sex, or inherited phenotype). Cultural
difference is spread over geographical space by virtue of the fact that social
relations become concrete in spatialised form. This creates a cultural geography
… People thus use location, or rather people’s putative origin in certain places, to
talk about difference and sameness. ‘Where are you from?’ is thus the ‘ethnic
question’ par excellence. (18)
The memoirs studied in this project bring the issues of ethnic and racial (self)identifications to the foreground. The titles of two of the memoirs – Black Cuban, Black
American and When I was Puerto Rican – resonate directly with the “‘ethnic question’
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par excellence” proposed by Wade; the other two memoirs also attempt to answer this
question throughout their pages. However, the authors of these autobiographical works
also complicate Wade’s distinction for, as demonstrated in my analysis in the later
chapters, race and ethnicity go hand in hand. Wade does recognize a space of intersection
between the two axes and admits that “any individual can have both racial and ethnic
identities” (21) but I would like to argue that – at least for the diasporic US Afro-Latinos
authors studied here – both categories are intrinsically connected and dependent on each
other.
If required with the task of summarizing the dominant racial paradigms in Latin
America and the United States, mestizaje would define the former while the ‘One-Drop
Rule’ would identify the latter. Both concepts hold an immense power at an individual,
nation-state, and regional level. In the pages below, I would like to look at both of these
terms individually even though I am highly aware – and I will note it whenever possible –
that these concepts (as is the case with all social constructions) share points of
intersection and moments of bifurcation but have been in dialogue with each other.
Simply put, mestizaje refers to “sexual mixture, but implied is the spatial mixture
of peoples and the interchange of cultural elements, resulting in mixed and new cultural
forms” (Wade, 28). In colonial times, “Spaniards, creoles, indians, free blacks and slaves
interbred … and their offspring were recognised as mixed people of various kinds”
(Wade, 28). This interbreeding, partly possible due to the disproportionate percentage of
Spanish men versus Spanish women relocating to the colonies (especially in the first
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decades after the conquest),10 resulted in a sociedad de castas that assigned specific
labels to all the possible combinations. The inclusion of African descendants into this
system, as mulatos, was unquestionable before the nineteenth century. After the processes
of independence, the recognition of an African influence and presence in the Hispanic
colonies was going to be quite different. The mixing that occurred during colonial times
responded to the new realities of the newly settled territories. By no means am I implying
that racial and social dynamics of this time, consequence, at least partially, of
interbreeding, neutral and free of power. Ortega, in his historiographical analysis of the
colonial subject, highlights the imposition of power/knowledge over the native
populations from the first encounters onwards (Transatlantic Translations). However, the
discourse of mestizaje during and after the processes of nation building is going to
acquire new meanings and connotations.
Wade notes that, “Ideas about race were crucial elements in discussions about
national identity in a world where European and North American nationalisms already
dominated the stage. Latin American elites wanted to emulate the modernity and progress
of these nations and accepted in broad terms the tenets of liberalism” (31) as the base for
the construction of the Latin Americans nation-states. Furthermore, as Juan De Castro
notices at the same time that the elites criollas in Latin America were building their new
nations, the modern world-system was influenced by a highly racist discourse that “held
that miscegenation led to the degeneration of any beneficial qualities present in the
original races (Young 1995, 16)” (16). The colonial interbreeding, thus, put the new
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The presence of single Spanish men in the colonies is usually used as a point of
contrast with the English settlers that came to the United States with their families from
early on.
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nations into an inferior place in the stratification of the world. Parallel to the microhierarchies within each country, there were macro-hierarchies that determined then (and
still today) the access to power/knowledge among countries. Latin America was going to
be left behind unless the powerful elites devised a plan to homogenize their populations
without counting on interbreeding to do so. Their response: blanqueamiento. De Castro
informs us that, “This concern with ‘improving’ national racial stocks informed two
complementary social measures: the extermination of supposedly inferior populations
and the promotion of European immigration” (17). Both initiatives have had impactful
consequences and varied success depending on the country and their pre- and colonial
demographics. However, I would like to pause on the first proposal. Wade states that, “in
Latin America … the association of blacks and Indians with the past has been very
strong: they have been associated with primitivism, slavery, antique modes of production,
traditionalism and so on” (58). I agree with the anthropologist on his observations but I
do think he omits an important point: African descendants and the native populations
were also considered as part of the colonial past but not as members of the present nationstates. In order to move forward, the elites in power decided that any subjects/objects that
did not align with their Eurocentric and homogenizing projects were going to be part of a
colonial past that needed to be left behind. The consequences of that approach are still
felt today.
It is in the first decades that the discourse of mestizaje took upon itself the
meanings and connotations that made Latin America’s racial construction to be different
and easily recognized from other racial paradigms. Simón Bolivar and José Martí – from
Latin America and the United States, respectively – had already expressed and advocated
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for the peoples of Latin America to come together as one for “‘there can be no racial
animosity, because there are no races’” (José Martí Reader, 119, quoted in Miller, 12).
Marilyn Miller also states that Martí “proudly proclaims the rise of the mestizo as the
guarantee of Latin America autonomy in the face of the United States’ expansionists
designs” (12). We can infer from this comment that, at least for Martí, mestizaje had two
interconnected functions: bring the peoples of Latin America together under one race
(that he equals to no race) and, subsequently, use the power gained in unity to fight the
neo-imperialistic goals of the United States. Race and politics, politics and race – always
already intertwined.
Bolivar’s and Martí’s re-formulation of mestizaje from a negative to a positive
served as the foundational move for the drastic change that was going to happen at the
beginning of the twentieth century. De Castro claims that, “By the first decades … Latin
American intellectuals began to propose that mestizaje be viewed not as a flaw to be
corrected by immigration, but as a characteristic that would define the nation as such”
(18). Undoubtedly, La raza cósmica: Misión de la raza iberoamericana (1925) by José
Vasconcelos became the point of reference for any further studies on the issue of race in
Latin America. Miller summarizes his argument by explaining that the Mexican scholar
“argued for a pan-Latin American embrace of racial and cultural mixture as progressive
rather than regressive” (2). Miller goes on to explain that the word raza in the title refers
to two different but complimentary meanings of the mission peoples in Latin America
have. The first one, refers to “‘everything we are in spirit’” (Vasconcelos quoted in
Miller, 27) and she adds that “this spirit was the result of a common history which ‘fixed
the Spanish and Catholic character of our peoples’” (27, 28). Language and religion, of
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course, highlight the cultural elements that Vasconcelos deems essential in his ideology
of mestizaje. The second one implies a geographical dimension that places his ideology
within and across national borders and extends the mestizos’ mission to “all those
American territories colonized by Spain” (Miller, 31). Vasconcelos proposes, then, “a
dual ‘mission of ethnic and spiritual fusion of peoples’ (La raza cósmica [1966], 28) that
only Latin American mestizos were able to accomplish, an approach that reminds Miller
(and myself) of the ‘chosen people’ metaphor. She positions his argument between the
North American colonies and the Latin American ones as she states that the Mexican
educator believed that, “North Americans, who did not have ‘in their blood the
contradictory instincts of a mixture of dissimilar races,’ had committed the sin of
destroying other races, while the Spaniards and American-born Creoles had assimilated
them, thus providing ‘new rites and hopes for a mission without precedent in history’
(The Cosmic Race, 17-18)” (30). Miller, who is quite critical of Vasconcelos as we will
see shortly, does not question the academic’s naïve assumptions that, on the one hand,
interbreeding did not happen in the United States when, even though illegal, forced and
consensual intermixing has been very well documented. On the other hand, his naivete
(or is it ignorance?) shows as he claims that the Latin American elites have assimilated
the other races. National projects were built upon the extermination of native
communities and African descendants and European immigration was not only
encouraged but still very popular during the time period he publishes his groundbreaking
work.
The positive outlook on mestizaje, or as Miller calls it, “the cult of mestizaje” (4),
was short-lived. In the mid- and late-twentieth century, scholars began looking at this
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discourse with more critical eyes and a new vision of mestizaje as not only still racist but
also limiting and constraining of minority groups and their cultural production.
Interestingly enough, it is Vasconcelos himself that only two decades after publishing
The Cosmic Race, will question and lose faith on his own utopian project. Miller
indicates that, “he became increasingly despondent and insistent on the necessity of
preserving and enhancing the white contribution to Spanish American culture” (40)
demonstrating Vasconcelos’ racist views. He even seems to advocate for a completely
different kind of intermixing – a European kind – when he proposes that Argentina is an
example of a “productive” (Miller, 41) mestizaje “where the mixture of similar races, all
of them of European origin, is again repeated … Thus, it can be readily stated that the
mixture of similar races is productive, while the mixture of very distant types, as in the
case of Spaniards and American Indians, has questionable results” (Vasconcelos, 5, as
quoted in Miller, 41-42). His comments, made in the 1948 edition of The Cosmic Race
and in other writings as well, show a long-standing racial hierarchy that still places
whiteness at the highest level even when the normative paradigms try to hide this
preference under the ideals of mestizaje in Spanish-speaking Latin America and racial
democracy in Brazil. Issues of race in Brazil, albeit closely connected to the discourses of
race in Spanish-speaking America and the United States, escape the scope of this project,
unfortunately. However, it is important to succinctly mention the concept of racial
democracy as it is a key component of the Latin American understanding of race. Wade
mentions that
Freyre was claiming that Brazil was, compared to the US, a ‘racial democracy.’
This argument … held that slavery had been more benign in Brazil, the
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Portuguese colonists more tolerant of race mixture, abolition had been less
disruptive and contested, there was not strict segregation … This led to a more
tolerant, mixed society that, while it might be strongly divided by class, was ‘with
respect to race relations … probably the nearest approach to paradise to be found
anywhere in the world’ (1959, 9). (50)
This passage brings to our attention the importance given to class to determine social
mobility in Latin America, a phenomenon that was not unique to Brazil. However,
following Quijano and Mignolo’s understanding of the world division of labor, we are
highly aware that race and class/access to wealth are intrinsically related since the time of
the conquest of the Americas onwards (Quijano, 2000 and Mignolo, 2008).
The proposal of mestizaje as an ‘equalizer’ tool in Latin American – one that
would not only solve the problems of race and class in the Spanish-speaking countries by
creating a new race/no race concept but also, in an attempt to situate this region in the
larger dialogue on production of knowledge dominated by Europe and the United States –
backfired quickly. First, by the second half of the twentieth century, the “antiracist, antiimperial, and more inclusive” (Miller, 4) ideas of mestizaje started to break down and the
fissures illuminated that this racial paradigm was still working under “earlier forms of
colonial domination” (Miller, 4) that denoted “its complicity with coloniality” (Miller, 6).
To complement Miller’s critique, De Castro adds that,
The discourse of mestizaje … still maintained the idea of race as central to its
proposals, and assigned permanent and hereditary characteristics to each race. In
fact, not only are the characteristics assigned by the proponents of mestizaje to
blacks, Amerindians, whites, and on occasion Asians, reminiscent of the
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stereotypes present in racialist writings, but frequently the same racial hierarchy is
maintained” (19)
According to him, then, an essentialist approach to race in biological terms which assigns
certain traits to specific groups as biologically determined is complemented by a social
predisposition that is two-fold: create a new mestizo race based on the best traits of each
group, assigning worth-value to certain characteristics over others and maintain the social
hierarchy in place. That is to say, the advocates of mestizaje could be considered doubleracist as they imposed their own value system on each minority group to determine which
characteristics were worth reinforcing in the new mestizo but also since the idea behind
mestizaje was to create a race superior to the combination of its parts, aligning
themselves with the racist perspective of centuries past that believed in a trajectory from
inferior to superior races. Furthermore, following Vasconcelos’ revisions on his own
manifesto, superiority and whiteness go hand in hand, placing traits (both physical and
cultural) that can be particular to native groups and African descendants at the bottom of
social rankings.
There is another aspect of mestizaje that lends itself to criticism: its assimilationist
nature (De Castro, 22). This kind of assimilation, hidden under a language of equality,
“[employed] a rhetoric of inclusion that operated concurrently with a practice of
exclusion” (Miller, 4). Miller adds that, “the negative effects [of mestizaje seen from this
critical vantage point] … included the subsequent erosion of ‘regions of refuge’ such as
autonomous indigenous communities, whether geographic or linguistic, and the
romanticization or folklorization of the Indian and the black, thereby dismissing their
active engagement with contemporary political practices” (4). As I have mentioned
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before, the problem of mestizaje is that in order to emphasize the hybridity of the nationstates, the subjects that actually form the new hybrid subject are left behind in a colonial
past and silenced and marginalized from the present. De Castro adds here that this
exclusion “eliminates much of the intellectual justification for Amerindian and black
resistance” to the mestizo culture. These two communities are, thus, subjugated to a
place/space/time of subalternity (Spivak) from which it is impossible to leave given the
dominant homogenizing discourse of equality and unity present in the ideology of
mestizaje. The issue presented here is relevant to my research project because the main
authors studied here, even though they are located in the United States, still have to
negotiate a racial/social structure of what it means to be Hispanic when the discourse of
mestizaje does not fully represent them (along the nineteen and mostly the twentieth
century, mestizaje has come to represent white and indigenous intermixing, leaving the
African presence in the past) on the one hand but also, on the other hand, tries to limit the
space for a response to the normative discourse. Grillo, Thomas, and Santiago do speak
back and confront the hegemonic episteme of a homogenous Latin American race but
they do so from a space/place of inner and outward struggles, challenges, and trauma.
Race and politics are always intertwined as social constructions that, together with
a division of labor, are needed to maintain and perpetuate a modern world-system that
functions under the structure of coloniality of power. The concept, ideology, and “cult”
(Miller) of mestizaje serves, without a doubt, a function in this long-standing paradigm.
Even if briefly, I have already mentioned the purpose of establishing mestizaje as part of
the discourse of nation building and also its importance for the region as a whole in an
attempt to unify Latin America to prevent (neo)imperial powers to control the hemisphere
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while, at the same time, participating in the conversations over power/knowledge at a
global level. When we think of hemispheric interactions, Latin America and the United
States are, many times, presented at a crossroads but the subject/object of study in my
research project focuses on the cultural production – as (re)presented by these three
authors in particular – of a group that sits at the intersection of the two regions. The
ideology behind mestizaje is still at place here. Antonio Cornejo Polar, in the article
“Mestizaje e hibridez,” mentions that mestizaje “lo que hace es ofrecer imágenes
armónicas de lo que obviamente es desgajado y beligerante, proponiendo figuraciones
que en el fondo sólo son pertinentes a quienes conviene imaginar nuestras sociedades
como tersos y nada conflictivos espacios de convivencia” (7,8). Who is this ‘quienes’ that
Cornejo Polar refers to? His article is quite broad in scope and, generally speaking, refers
to literary scholars in both Latin America and American academia. However, we can
extrapolate his sentiment to a more general context that includes but is not exclusive to a
particular discipline. As I analyze in detail in the following sections, the United States as
a whole benefits from a homogenizing discourse on Latin America race in order to
facilitate either the total exclusion or the reduction of heterogenous peoples to an allencompassing minority. As Miller playfully concludes, “A strange twist has occurred in
the cult of mestizaje, one that would likely make Vasconcelos cringe. His ‘raza cósmica,’
so stubbornly antipathetic to cultural intervention from North America, now becomes a
synonym for all Latino expression in the United States” (142, italics original). Yet, the
memoirs included in this dissertation challenge not only the idea of one mestizo identity
but also that Latino identities can be reduced to any one particular racial/ethnic label,
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even if that label refers to a hybrid identity. They constantly question, fight, and attempt
to disrupt simple definitions and encroachment.
If the processes of intermixing (resulting in transculturación, sincretismo,
hibridación, and mestizaje among others) are at the core of the dominant discourse of
race in Latin America, the United States have traditionally stood on the other side of the
epistemological debate. As many scholars have observed, while Latin America
emphasizes the continuity of the spectrum, the United States focuses only on the ends of
such spectrum. This conceptualization of race derived in the ‘One-Drop Role’ trope that
has defined racial attitudes in this country for centuries. The two positions have been
placed in dialogue/opposition in the academic world amongst disciplines in both Latin
America and the United States as if either of these two vantage points holds the answer to
solve the racial problems that have marked, and still mark today, societies since the late
fifteenth century.
To understand the ideologies behind the ‘One-Drop Rule’ approach more fully, it
is necessary to provide some historical and theoretical background. In his book, More
than Black?, G. Reginald Daniel takes his readers back to the times of slavery in the
United States. He posits that, “racial formation was instrumental as the justification for a
unique form of slavery … supported by ideologies or social systems based on race.
Beginning in the sixteenth century, increased competitiveness among European nationstates, as well as the consciousness of their power to dominate others, influenced
European perceptions of all non-Europeans, and ultimately laid the foundation for the
formation of the concept of race” (25). Post-colonial scholars from Latin America, such
as those mentioned in this project, would point out Daniel’s trajectory approach and his
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lack of questioning that race and modernity were construed in unison for one could not
have existed without the other. Even though he does not openly express himself critical
of this Eurocentric view of the world, he does present Eurocentric thought as (at least
partially) responsible for the normative racial paradigm still valid today. He explains that
“the Renaissance worldview … was based on an almost sacred ‘Law of the Excluded
Middle’ that supported an ‘either/or’ paradigm of dichotomous hierarchical ranking of
differences” (27). He concludes that it is the perpetuation of this ‘law’ that has kept the
white/black binary in place even today.
Moreover, Daniel presents another ‘read-between-the-lines’ critique of
Eurocentric thought as he proposes that “the Eurocentric master racial project from which
all other racial projects originate” (29) is at the base of all discussions on issues of race
had today amidst academic disciplines. His contribution might not be ground-breaking as
many other scholars before him have pronounced themselves similarly when he expresses
that, “the division between the ‘civilized’ world of white European culture and the
‘primitive’ world of black, red, and brown ‘savages’ seemed a ‘natural’ consequence”
(30) to the master racial project. It is commendable that Daniel does not limit the
category of ‘savage’ to blacks but includes other minorities even though the rest of his
work in this volume is based on the white/black dichotomy. With this socio-political and
(un)ethical background, white Europeans and the white American elites were able to
justify, impose, and perpetuate the institution of slavery first and then the legal
segregation of the Jim Crow era until the de facto discrimination that African Americans
face today. Daniel claims that it was the full imposition of the ‘Law of the Excluded
Middle’ that molded the racial organization of the American population differently from
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that of Latin America (34). He adds that, “In contrast to Latin American race relations,
U.S. Anglocentrism is an extreme form of Eurocentrism that has recognized no
intermediate or multiracial identity or status, although both patterns of race relations
originate in the Eurocentric paradigm” (36). Here he presents an important point of
intersection between both racial paradigms. Although different, they both follow an
epistemology of white supremacy and racial hierarchical order.
However, there is a distinction that cannot be ignored: the legal classification of
the American society based on race – hypodescent, to be more specific – and its
overwhelming consequences. During slavery, Europeans masters (and society in general)
considered slaves ‘chattel’ or property and, thus, the objectification of human beings into
means for a “productive exchange” (Daniel, 32) simplified the legal repercussions while
allowing the white population not to feel immoral or unethical for the enslavement of
other human beings. From colonial times until the end of the Civil War in 1865 (when
slavery was abolished) there were some free/freed African descendants that complicated
the clear-cut legal status of the population of the United States. However, during this time
not all states had “legislated the definition of blackness” (Daniel, 41) even if it was
generally accepted that only ‘pure’ whites would be legally considered ‘white’ and thus
enjoy all the benefits of full citizenship. Yet, towards the mid- and late nineteenth century
more Southern states legally defined blackness based on hypodescent, taking it back to at
least the third generation once removed if not further. These laws are what has come to
be known as the ‘One-Drop Rule’ and solidified the basis for segregation as well as the
ground for systemic and general discrimination long after the segregationist laws have
been abolished. Daniel, as well as other scholars such as David Hollinger, provide
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example of legal cases in which “anyone with a visually discernable trace of African, or
what used to be called ‘Negro,’ ancestry is, simply, black” (Hollinger, 18) and thus, the
severity of the ‘One-Drop Rule’ would be applied to solve all cases which involved the
participation of people of African descent. Furthermore, Hollinger believes that these
laws and their impact are so ingrained in the American consciousness that “most
Americans of all colors think about African American identity in either/or terms: you are
black, or you are not” (19). Of course, African Americans of all shades and phenotypical
characteristics would fall into the ‘black’ category as the ‘white’ category was/is
exclusive to ‘pure’ Caucasians. Daniel takes this assessment a step further as he believes
that both “identities in the United States have been so well crafted that they reveal little
evidence of their construction. They are embraced and often celebrated by those who
carry them – and by the society at large – as if they were objective facts of existence
rather than socially constructed ideas” (20). I would have liked to see this argument
developed further for, as presented, I cannot but question whether Daniel’s position is
naïve or politically motivated. It is easy to understand why whites in this country would
‘embrace’ and ‘celebrate’ a socially constructed myth that they have fabricated
themselves to place and perpetuate their group’s place at the top of the social ladder. On
the other hand, accepting that blacks ‘embrace’ and ‘celebrate’ their imposed, legal,
classification as ‘black’ to deprive them of their human and civil rights in order to
maintain a social hierarchical order that benefits whites seems an overarching and naïve
conclusion.
Toni Morrison, in Playing in the Dark, rationalizes the persistent need of a racial
category of blackness, which is defined in and beyond the legal world and is extrapolated
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to the cultural sphere in the most extensive meaning of the word. Her explanation is
simple and yet complex (as it is always her style): blackness must exist in order for
whiteness to exist. She begins her argument by coining the term ‘American Africanism,’
by which she refers to the “ways in which a nonwhite Africanlike (or Africanist) presence
or persona was constructed in the United States, and the imaginative uses this fabricated
presence served” (6). The uses it served can be summarized in the naturalization of racist
attitudes, behaviors, and discourse as well as the justification for slavery, among the most
relevant. However, Morrison delves deeper into the purpose of this American Africanism.
Contrary to the general understanding that slavery and racism support a white
supremacist order, she claims that such a hierarchy is only possible due to the fabrication
of American Africanism. That is to say, blackness does not maintain whiteness in power;
blackness creates whiteness as the former is being fabricated simultaneously. She
explains that, “this slave population was understood to have offered itself up for
reflections on human freedom … artists – and the society that bred them – transferred
internal conflicts to a ‘blank darkness,’ to a conveniently bound and violently silenced
black bodies … Nothing highlighted freedom – if it did not in fact create it – like slavery”
(38). She presents here a much deeper understanding of the construction process of the
white American self for this subject does not only need the black subject/object to
establish his sense of natural superiority but, more importantly, his own subjectivity. This
process that Morrison situates during the institution of slavery continued after abolition,
during and after the Jim Crow era, and even today because it is essential to the
construction and maintenance of the idea of the American self. She suggests that,
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autonomy, authority, newness and difference, absolute power … not only become
the major themes and presumptions of American literature, but that each one is
made possible by, shaped by, activated by a complex awareness and employment
of a constituted Africanism. It was this Africanism, deployed as rawness and
savagery, that provided the staging ground and arena for the elaboration of the
quintessential American identity. (44)
Literature is a form of cultural production and, as such, it is intrinsically connected to
society in general. Therefore, even though her statement refers specifically to this art
form, I believe that it can be applied to a larger socio-political context. Morrison’s
compelling ideas are essential to understand why the ‘One-Drop Rule’ is persistently
present well into the twenty-first century. Restructuring the social/racial organization to
allow for a different racial schema would implicate a reformulation and overhaul of the
American identity.
Notes on terminology: Hispanos, Latinos, Afro-Latinos, US Afro-Latinos
It is important to understand the complexity of the terminology used, both in Latin
America and the United States, to designate the peoples, and their cultural production,
from Latin America in general and those of African-descent in particular. As socially
constructed terms, all these labels – even those commonly accepted as only referential –
are socio-politically charged and reveal relationships of power between dominant and
dominated groups. Furthermore, while some of the labels are used exclusively in one
context, i.e. the United States and not Latin America, for example, some other terms are
used in the popular and scholarly discourse of both regions. However, the meanings and
connotation behind the labels can be quite different from region to region, creating a
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sense of confusion that only parallels the identitarian conflicts of the peoples who have
been assigned such labels. Linguistic differences are also to be considered since not every
label can be translated from Spanish to English and vice versa, adding another level of
complexity. For the purpose of this project, I will focus on the terminology that pertains
to US Afro-Latinos but it is essential to bear in mind that no label exists in a vacuum and,
therefore, that terms such as Hispanic, Hispánico, Hispano, Latinoaméricano, AfroHispanic, Afro-Hispánico, Afro-Latinoaméricano, negro, moreno, Latino, Afro-Latino,
US Afro-Latino,11 and so forth, are all interrelated on the one hand, and respond to
different racial paradigms, on the other. No choice of a label is an innocent one. The act
of choosing, whether it is choosing a label for oneself and one’s group or a label to
describe the other(s), is always marked by the normative socially-constructed ideologies
of (racial) identity in place.
If the umbrella term Latin American erases all differences between peoples in the
continent, only underscoring the region’s connection to the romance languages imposed
onto it by the European colonizers, the umbrella term Latino, has the same effect and
consequences in the United States. Gustavo Pérez Firmat, a Cuban-American author and
scholar, concisely expresses the feeling that is shared by many people of Hispanic
descent living in the United States when they are grouped together under the Latino
umbrella. As quoted in The Latino Reader, Pérez Firmat asserts that, “My trouble is …
that I don’t see myself as Latino but as Cuban – cubano, cubiche, cubanazo, criollo. To
tell you the truth, the Latino is a statistical fiction. Part hype and part hypothesis, the
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The last three terms included here have other denominations, Latin@ and Latinx, in an
effort to make the traditionally masculine noun more gender neutral.
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Latino exists principally for the purposes of politicians, ideologues, salsa singers, and
Americans of non-Hispanic descent” (xii, italics original). Except for criollo, the labels
that Pérez Firmat favors to describe himself are related to his Cuban origin rather than to
his membership to a larger group such as Latin Americans in general or to his race (the
fact that he is white probably plays a role in this lack of racial identification). This
scholar is not the exception to the rule. As Luis states in Dance Between Two Cultures,
“Latin Americans do not consider themselves to be Latinos or Hispanics. … They prefer
to embrace a national or even regional identity” (280). In the following chapters, we will
see how Evelio Grillo, Piri Thomas, and Esmeralda Santiago also prefer a national
identity marker. However, their identification will also be determined by racial
paradigms.
The origins and uses of the label Latino itself should be analyzed for not all
scholars agree on both aspects of the term. Scholars Ilan Stavans and William Luis have
taken the challenge of trying to give a historical and social background to the label as
well as trying to define it. Even though they do not see completely eye to eye, they do
agree on certain points. One of them is positing the term Latino against the term Hispanic
and its derivatives (Hispanics, hispano, hispánico). Stavans acknowledges that both terms
are born because the “United States, a mosaic of races and cultures, always needs to
speak of its social quilt in generally stereotypical ways” (24), and he adds, “Aren’t
Asians, blacks, and Jews also seen as homogeneous groups, regardless of the origin of
their various members?” (24) as a means to explain that “the Hispanic condition” – to
borrow the title of his text – is not unique compared to other minority communities but
that it does fit within a larger social structuring that reduces individualities to generic
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stereotypes and heterogenous groups to homogenous minorities. Hispanic and Latino,
then, respond to this need but both terms are not interchangeable. Stavans explains that,
“As Spanish speakers became a political and economic force [in the United States], the
term Hispanic was appropriated by the government and the media. It describes people on
the basis of their cultural and verbal heritage” (26). Thus, Hispanic is the term given by
the host country, in its popular and official discourses (further down I will analyze the
importance of both these terms in the census in the United States), to concisely identify a
large and varied group of peoples who made this new country their home. The imposition
of such a term reminds us of the power/knowledge relationship always in place between a
dominant majority that does enjoy the benefits of individualities versus subjected
minorities that must conform to a generic classification socially constructed to maintain
such groups in a subjugated position. Furthermore, and to continue following Stavans’
ideas, Hispanic is much more than a ‘grouping label’ for it is charged with meaning. He
argues that, “Myopic, undiscerning, the United States has carefully built a comfortable
view of us [Hispanics, Stavans consistently includes himself in his narrative] as secondrate: lazy, disorganized, unintelligent, politically unstable, rebellious, deceiving” (167).
This perspective on Hispanics does not know of borders; the United States’ vision is the
same regardless of the location of this community – in Latin America or in the United
States. However, this term – especially as it is used in the United States, presents a
significant problem. Stavans comments that, “Placed alongside categories like Caucasian,
Asian, and black, it proves inaccurate simply because a person (me, for instance) is
Hispanic and Caucasian, Hispanic and black; it ignores a reference to race” (26, italics
original). I will, of course, develop this issue in detail further down, but it is sufficient to
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say here that the ‘race problem’ for the Hispanic groups is extremely complex and affects
the Hispanic population both in Latin America and the United States. The terms Hispanic
and Latino, as we will see shortly, and their erasure of race only adds extra levels of
complexity.
In contrast to Hispanic, Latino is a label that originated within the Hispanic
community in the United States. Stavans defines it as “a sign of rebellion, the choice of
intellectuals and artists because it emerges from within this ethnic group” (26). This
community, then, is naming itself with this label and, in doing so, is giving agency to
itself. However, the fact that this is the preferred term for scholars and artists does not
mean that the Hispanic community at large identifies itself with this term. In fact, as we
have seen above Pérez Firmat admits that he does not see himself as a Latino and even
Stavans and Williams seem undecided themselves. In Dancing Between Two Cultures,
Luis explains in detail the origin of the Latino label. He places its beginning in “the late
sixties and early seventies, when it first appeared in the Young Lords Party 13-Point
Program and Platform” (279). This group of activists/poets in New York City “attempted
to decenter the center from within” (279) and created this program to achieve that goal.
Luis cites the “second of thirteen points” (279) in its entirety because it is here that the
word ‘latino’ became a self-identitorial label. The title of this point reads, “2. We want
Self-Determination For All Latinos” (279, quoted in Luis) and the first line claims that
“Our Latin Brothers and Sisters, inside and outside the united states, are oppressed by
amerikkkan business” (279, quoted in Luis). As Luis indicates, there is a hint to an
“internationalist position” (279) as the Young Lord Party attempts a call for action and
unity across geographic boundaries. At the same time, Luis also adds that, “Latino refers
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to political, social, historical, and racial realities that define the lives of many Puerto
Ricans and other Hispanics, born or raised in the United States, demanding the same
rights enjoyed by Anglo-Americans” (279). This label, as understood by Luis and
Stavans to a certain extent, becomes a powerful tool for the oppressed Hispanic
communities to self-identify themselves and regain agency by the act of (self-)naming.
After both scholars carefully analyzed the origin and use of both labels at hand, they both
agree that the current use of those terms does not always match with the analysis they
have presented. For instance, Stavans mentions examples of Spanish-speaking media
outlets that use these labels not only interchangeably but sometimes, randomly (27).
Stavans even confesses that he would prefer to use the term Hispanic but that he settles
for Latino as it is most commonly used (27). He briefly makes a distinction that appears
to be the most generally accepted: “I herewith suggest using Latinos to refer to those
citizens from the Spanish- speaking world living in the United States and Hispanics to
refer to those living elsewhere” (27, italics original). Luis finds this distinction
“problematic” for “it is difficult to fathom that a recent immigrant changes his identity
immediately upon arrival. Stavans’s definition of Latino implies that one is Hispanic
when he leaves the country of origin. But as soon as he crosses the border, or shortly
thereafter, he becomes a Latino” (283, italics original). Although I do agree with Luis
that it is highly improbable that a recent migrant will change their (self-)identifying label
as soon as they arrive to the United States, I believe that Stavans’ distinction can be
understood differently if we pay attention to his locus of enunciation and his word choice.
He is writing from the academic space in the United States, as Luis is, and is establishing
the use of this terminology from this vantage point. That is to say, he is clarifying the
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distinct use of these two terms from the United States. Similarly to Luis, Stavans has also
admitted elsewhere in The Hispanic Condition that Latin American migrants in the
United States prefer to identify themselves by the country of origin (24). Therefore, he is
not claiming, as I see it, that the migrant himself/herself is going to switch from the
Hispanic label to the Latino label but that the way he/she is perceived and referred to
(here is where word choice comes into place) will change according to his/her new
location. Esmeralda Santiago seems to agree with Stavans and myself. In several
instances she has retold an anecdote that will be analyzed in detail later in this project:
soon after her arrival to New York City, she is playing outside with other girls and one of
them asks her if she is hispana to which Santiago replies that she is not, that she is
puertorriqueña. The other girl makes it clear to Santiago that since they come from
Spanish-speaking countries, now all of them are to be hispanos (Hernández, 165).
Answering a question regarding the title of her memoir, When I was Puerto Rican, she
refers to this anecdote as a means of explanation and adds that the girl “said that I was not
Puerto Rican – I was Hispanic or Latina. … The title is a comment on this labeling that
happens to us the minute we arrive here” (Conversations, 194). Through this example, we
see that the change in labeling and identification is not actively sought by the migrants
but rather imposed on them by a society that responds to a different social paradigm in
which migrant groups need to be reduced into minorities.
Whether Hispanic(s) or Latino(s), race is the big elephant in the room for neither
label accounts for the fact that the peoples in/from Latin America fall into different racial
categories. As mentioned above, Stavans concedes that Hispanic, in all its forms,
“ignores a reference to race” (26). Luis exposes the same fallacy in the term Latino. He
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adds that, “Hispanics and Latinos are of European ancestry but also African, Asian,
Amerindian, and any possible combination” (282). Luis, once again, criticizes Stavans’
positioning on the issue as the former claims that the latter “identifies himself as Latino
but differentiates himself from other minorities such as blacks and Asians, omitting
mention of the significant numbers of Africans and Asians who reside in the Caribbean
and South America” (282). It is true that Stavans, a Jewish Mexican-American who
admits having lived in “artificial capsule” while in Mexico for, given his heritage, he and
his family lived in a “Jewish ghetto … where Hebraic symbols prevailed … an oasis,
completely uninvolved with things Mexican” (195), reluctantly labels himself Latino
without any reference to his race (white). However, that does not mean he is oblivious to
the complex racial-makings of Hispanics and Latinos. On the contrary, he does
acknowledge that these peoples
are many things at once: multicolored, multiethnic, multicultural. The multiplicity
of race is taboo among us, and is rarely openly discussed … What, then, may be
expected from Latinos, ancestral carriers of such taboo, who are living in a reality
… where race is a hot topic of discussion? Perplexity. From bonze-skinned to
mulatto, from snow white to indio, ours are wide-ranging colors – but a longstanding, rampant racism running through our blood remains unanalyzed.
(103,104)
Not only does he recognize the “multiplicity” in the construction of the Hispanic/Latino
subject but, more importantly, he brings to the foreground the issue of racism which is
deeply rooted in these groups. Furthermore, he also notes the extra layer of negotiation
through which Latinos in particular have to navigate as they exist under two different
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racial paradigms: the one at home that travelled with them and the one that ‘welcomed’
them in the host country. The discussion between these two scholars highlights the
difficulties and complexities that arise when attempting to use a homogenizing label to
describe highly heterogenous groups (and their cultural production) that share a commonthough-extremely-varied language but that differ in so many different aspects.
The sub-label Afro-Latino comes into play in an effort to emphasize the African
heritage of the peoples of Latin America. Needless to say, this term shares some of the
problems already discussed above when referring to the larger umbrella terms. AfroLatino, and its variants, also falls into the homogenizing trap and makes a ‘whole’ out of
the many distinct parts. The term Afro-Latinamerican, as well as its Spanish equivalent
Afro-Latinoamericano, is another label that blurs the uniqueness of the many Africandescendent groups in Latin America. The monikers that focus on country of origin (AfroUruguayan, Afro-Mexican, Afro-Peruvian, just to name a few) are, undoubtedly, more
concrete labels that satisfy the need for specificity. While these terms have a purpose
(easily identify the nation-state), I would argue that they also present a limitation: by
enclosing themselves within national boundaries, they minimize the importance of a
shared cultural heritage. That is not to say that all elements specific to a region should be
eliminated; on the contrary, I argue that the label-to-be-used should manage to highlight
the specific and the common elements. Perhaps looking at label fabrication from a
diasporic point of view would help with the situation at hand. As Clifford reminds us,
“Diaspora discourse articulates, or bends together, both roots and routes to construct what
Gilroy describes as alternate public spheres (1987), forms of community consciousness
and solidarity that maintain identifications outside the national time/space in order to live

74

inside, with a difference” (Diasporas, 308, italics original). All these groups are part of a
larger community of dispersed peoples that, while unique in some respects, are all
interconnected through their African heritage.
While Afro-Latinamerican refers to Afro-descendent groups throughout the
Americas, Afro-Latino has become to refer to those groups of both Latin American and
African descendent in the United States, maintaining the same distinction between Latin
American and Latino. In their introduction to The Afro-Latin@ Reader, Jiménez Román
and Flores indicate that, “until recent years it [the term Afro-Latin@] has primarily been
used to refer to people of African descent in Latin America and the Caribbean as a whole,
even as nation- and region-specific terminology continues to hold sway. … the term has
gained increasing currency in the United States” (2). While it seems that for scholars
writing from within the United States, the term Afro-Latino refers to the community and
its cultural production in the United States, the popular understanding and use of the term
is not so clear cut; a quick search online shows that different organizations throughout the
Americas identify themselves as Afro-Latinos as well. The editors of The Afro-Latin@
Reader even ask themselves, “What are and who are United States Afro-Latin@s?” (3,
italics added) highlighting the need for clarification. Interestingly enough, in 2009 – a
year prior to the publication of the anthology, the same editors published a highly cited
article, “Triple-Consciousness? Approaches to Afro-Latino Culture in the United States,”
in which they declare that “it is increasingly important to resist the limitation of AfroLatino to its national US confines” (320) and make a conscious effort to use ‘US AfroLatinos’ or ‘Afro-Latinos in the United States’ throughout the article. In their anthology,
though, except for the question quoted above, they settle for the term ‘Afro-Latin@’
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(notice, also, the switch to the gender-neutral version) as already specific to the United
States context. In order to avoid confusion, and to honor the self-identification of the
different Afro-descendent communities in all of the Americas, I will use the term US
Afro-Latino to refer to my object/subject of study. When citing and quoting sources, I
will use the terminology chosen by the specific authors but when presenting my analysis,
I will use US Afro-Latino and its derivatives.
Once the formal aspects of the term have been discussed, we must focus on the
need and significance of such a term in the study of this African diasporic community.
While the use of Latino might still be cause for debate, what it is undebatable is the fact
that Afro-Latinos are peoples who have a Hispanic and African cultural heritage. It is in
the conjunction ‘and’ that this group gains its importance for it breaks that traditional
socially constructed barriers of Latinidad and Blackness, this latter term specifically as
understood in the United States, where blackness equals African Americanness. Flores
and Jiménez Román state that these categories “are presented as adversarial, and
mutually exclusive: either you are Latino or you are Black” causing a “widespread and
potentially misleading demarcation” (Triple-Consciousness, 319). Reality, as
demonstrated by this community and its cultural production, shows us that the either/or
binary ought to be replaced by an and/both dichotomy. From this perspective, “AfroLatin@s as individuals and as a group constitute a potential bridge across the ominous
ethno-racial divide” (Afro-Latin@ Reader12, 4). Even though they do not present their
argument in such a way, in their introduction to their anthology – the first of its kind –
they do introduce four main points that emphasize the urgency to study US Afro-Latinos
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and their cultural production. In summary, the four points are: 1) the de-homogenization
of the term Latino; 2) challenging the idea of Blackness (as in African Americanness); 3)
reverting the animosity between the three minority communities (Latinos, Afro-Latinos
and African Americans); 4) the study of the many forms of othering to which AfroLatinos are subjected. Each of these points deserves to be studied in detail.
First, as peoples from different Spanish-speaking countries make the United
States their new homeland, they are all categorized together as Latinos, regardless of the
specificities of their places of origin or different cultural and racial backgrounds. In
response to this homogenizing process, “the term ‘Afro-Latin@’ has surfaced as a way to
signal racial, cultural and socioeconomic contradictions within the overly vague idea of
‘Latin@’” on the one hand and to “[call] attention to the anti-Black racism within the
Latin@ communities themselves” (Reader, 2). Although they do not delve in detail here,
it is important to point out that the ‘anti-Black’ sentiment within Latino communities in
the United States is two-fold: they carry over their Eurocentric ideas that their countries
are white, or mestizo at most, but they disregard ‘lo Afro’ or ‘lo negro’ as part of their
past and present, and they do not want to be associated with African Americans because
they are highly aware of the negative implications that surround this group. Flores and
Jiménez Román understand that part of the problem originates in Latin America due to
“the baggage of racial denial in Latin American and the Caribbean home countries.
Latinos, especially White, middle-class Latinos, never tire of boasting of the ‘elastic’ and
gradated Latin American racial formation, typically posing it as a redemptive panacea
and alternative to the crass black-and-white binarism prevalent in the United States” (TC,
325). William Luis provides a historical context as he explains that, “El sistema de castas
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que funcionó durante el periodo colonial se convirtió en un componente fundamental del
discurso nacional y contribuyó a perpetuar la superioridad blanca y la inferioridad negra”
(“Literatura e Identidad,” 386). In what Quijano calls coloniality of power, the criollo
elites maintained the hierarchical system in place during colonial times after the
independence processes to perpetuate their position of power. Two hundred years later,
that same system is still in place, still reinforcing a social paradigm that values whiteness
over any other skin color and its accompanying phenological characteristics. Luis adds
that, “El blanqueamiento racial era el único camino a la movilidad social, económica y
política” (“Literatura e Identidad,” 386). My only critique to this statement is his use of
the simple past tense form of the verb ‘to be,’ as, clearly, blanqueamiento still functions
as a tool for upwards mobility.
Regarding the second point, the editors remark that the use of the term ‘AfroLatino’ and the presence of the community tied to it is “a standing challenge to the
African American and English-language monopoly over Blackness in the U.S. context”
(Reader, 3). Although ‘Afro’ seems to be a bona fide prefix to be used in the Latin
American and Latino context to refer to an African past and present in these
communities, the term ‘black’ (regardless of capitalization or lack thereof) seems to be
reserved for the African American context alone. This limited and exclusive use of
blackness as a synonym or extension of African Americanness creates conflicts to all
other African-descendent communities (African immigrants or migrants from Englishspeaking Caribbean countries, for example) but presents even further difficulties for the
Spanish-speaking people for ‘black’ is the literal translation of ‘negro.’ A person
described as ‘negro/a’ in reference to their skin color would have to be described as
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‘black’ in the United States. However, the connotations would be immensely different.13
Additionally, the Spanish language offers more flexibility as it has another word that
relates to blackness: moreno. In the Latin American context at large, moreno is generally
used to refer to a person of African descent. Following that usage, the term would
encompass not only skin color but also other phenotypical features as well as elements of
an African cultural heritage. As an all-in-one descriptor, it can be used to easily identify a
person (“Él/ella es un/a moreno/a”) without implying a negative connotation. Negro, on
the other hand, can be used as a neutral adjective to describe color but it is also used to
pejoratively refer to someone who not always and not necessarily is indeed moreno. Used
this way, negro carries onto itself all the cultural baggage of centuries of segregation and
racism.
In the American context, negro and moreno have come to be used in different
ways and have different meanings that I will explore shortly. As I mentioned before,
translation is one of the reasons behind the complex use of racial labels and terminology.
The Spanish word negro, even when used to signify racial identifications, does not
translate to the English word Negro, which was commonly used in the United States, by
African Americans and whites alike, during the mid-twentieth century. Negro, in
Spanish, does not mean ‘ni--er’ either. Yet, Spanish does not have a word that would
encompass and signify what the pejorative term means in English. However, its use is so
significant in the study of American cultural production that scholars that write in
Spanish were forced to device an alternative. In a footnote in his article, “Literature e
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Please note that I am by no means implying here that the use of the word negro is
either neutral or depleted of socio-political connotations in Latin America either. My
emphasis is in contrasting what gets ‘lost in translation.’
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Identidad,” William Luis remarks the need to clarify that in his text, “‘Negro’, entre
comillas, traduce la expresión, ofensiva, ‘nigger’. En adelante, cuando aparezca la
palabra ‘negro’ entre comillas, recuérdese que equivale al término inglés mencionado”
(389). The use of inverted commas to enclose a word that has the potential to denote
negative aspects or elements but that it does not signify what the offensive English
version does is a demonstration of, on the one hand, the lack of a better equivalent in
Spanish and of what gets lost in translation.14 Luis’ use of ‘negro’ as he intends it only
makes sense to a Spanish-speaking audience that is familiar with the use of the English
offensive term.
It proves useful to bring into our conversation Saussure’s concept of sign and its
two interdependent parts: signifier and signified. As a “social institution” (“Course,” 60),
language does not work in a vacuum nor does it stem from empty words (Bakhtin).
Instead of using the term ‘word’ for the linguistic unit, Saussure prefers the term sign,
defined as a “double entity … formed by the associating of two terms:” signifier and
signified. These two parts of the whole – like two sides of a coin – do not connect a
“thing and a name” but a “concept and a sound-image. The latter is … the psychological
imprint of the sound, the impression it makes on our senses” (61). While an abstract
study of the semantics of language is an important task, the analysis of the examples
above underscore the implications and consequences of using signs that have different
significations in the context of racial labelling and classification. Saussure’s idea is based
on the micro-level of the sign but his concept can be extended to language as a whole.
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Bakhtin, in “Discourse in the Novel,” argues that, “all languages of heteroglossia,
whatever the principle underlying them and making each unique, are specific points of
view on the world, forms for conceptualizing the world in words, specific world views,
each characterized by its own objects, meanings and values” (676). His idea that
language is a tool to voice a particular conceptualization of the world is key for my
argument regarding the terms black and negro/moreno for they (re)present how language
gains meaning in the context in which it is used – and by context I mean it in the broadest
sense possible, as the paradigm that structures relationships of power/knowledge that
determine what terms mean and how they are used. US Afro-Latinos struggle with issues
of (self-) racial identification for many different reasons (as I study in this project) but
one issue that does not seem to be taken into account much (at least based on my
extensive research on the topic) is how the linguistic limitations/impositions play a
significant role as well. As signs, black, negro and moreno are not interchangeable and
US Afro-Latinos, African Americans, Latinos, and whites all understand these two terms
in different ways depending on their context and knowledge of Latin American racial
discourse. Luis claims that, “La divergencia en la significación ocurre cuando un hablante
utiliza un término en una lengua y se interpreta de manera diferente en la otra”
(“Literatura e Identidad,” 398). This is relevant here because these terms get translated
from language to language as synonyms when, in fact, they are interpreted in very
different ways. US Afro-Latinos make the distinction between negro, which they use to
refer to themselves in a non-pejorative way and morenos, which they use to describe
African Americans, as expressed by Piri Thomas in his memoir among other authors and
scholars. The meaning behind these two words are different from those inherent to the

81

terms in the Latin American context. Language, as a product of ‘zonas de contacto’
(Mary Louise Pratt) accommodates to new contexts but we should remember that these
changes are never neutral; part of the reason why US Afro-Latinos needed to find a
linguistic difference between them and their American counterparts was the racist
sentiments towards African Americans. Robert Stam and Ella Shohat efficiently
summarize these different aspects of language and its socio-political effects when they
state that, “Language crosses borders and refracts the traffic of ideas; terminological
clashes lurk in the background of the culture wars. National languages in post-colonial
spaces are especially syncretic and polyvocal. The same words, due to different histories,
carry very different connotations and intonations” (Race in Translation, 58). To their
conclusion, I would add that translation adds another level of complexity and demands
extra negotiations of meaning.
As for the third point – the animosity between Latinos, US Afro-Latinos, and
African Americans – it is essential to pay attention to the larger social context in which
each of these minority groups are positioned. Piri Thomas, in one of his many interviews,
explains that the term ‘minority’ signifies “less than” (Hernández, 176), underscoring the
sense of inferiority intrinsic to a label used to define most, if not all, non-white peoples in
the United States. When people are structurally and systematically organized in a social
hierarchy in which only whites can occupy the top, the rest of the groups are going to
constantly fight not to be the last step on the social ladder. Jiménez Román and Flores
indicate that the demographic changes in the late sixties and seventies “had the effect of
pitting the nation’s ‘fastest-growing minority’ directly against the African American
community in a race for numerical supremacy and resources” (Reader, 10). As we see in
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my analysis of Evelio Grillo’s and Piri Thomas’ memoirs, both of which take place
before the sixties though they were published in 2000 and 1967, respectively, the tensions
were already in place during the first half of the twentieth century. Undoubtedly, they did
escalate as the Latino population grew exponentially after the Second World War and
afterwards. Part of the tactics used by Latinos to justify the ‘us vs. them’ dynamic was
based on the construction of the Latino identity as a non-Afro identity. As Jiménez
Román and Flores mention, the “Latin@ identity came to be increasingly defined as nonBlack, and in some ways anti-Black” (Reader, 10). Of course, this strategy ties up with
the first point presented above: Latin Americans, in general, prefer not to be associated
with blackness in any context. Therefore, extending that preference to the new
geopolitical context of the United States seems like a natural transition – if we were not
negros in our home countries, we certainly are not blacks here. Flores and Jiménez
Román ground their point of view on a report released by SUNNY Albany in which “the
Albany researchers attest” that “‘Latinos with noticeable African ancestry rarely identify
themselves as Black’. To which one must add that they are classified as part of the
‘Hispanic’ category, which in our times serves as official alternative to the Black and
White options; in fact, in the reigning classificatory schemas ‘Hispanic’ takes on the
status of ‘race’, while at the same time its members ‘may be of any race’” (Triple
Consciousness, 325). Much sociological research has been done lately (approximately
since the last decades of the twentieth century) in order to further understand the
complexities of (self-)labeling and identification among different Latino groups in the
United States. Some of the findings of these investigations will be analyzed later in this
project but it is sufficient to say here that articles published in their own anthology, and
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later, do complicate their previous statement. For instance, in an article published in
2020, Hordge-Freeman and Veras reference a 2016 Pew report which “revealed that 24
percent of Latinxs identify as Afro-Latinxs (Pew Research Center 2016). Yet of the 24
percent who answered affirmatively … only 18 percent reported their race or even one of
their races as Black. In fact, those who identified as Afro-Latinxs on the Pew survey were
two times more likely to list their race as White” (147). Again, as in a tangled web almost
impossible to untangle, several factors influence the results of the Pew Research Center
as well as the many other sociological fieldworks on this topic: preference for whiteness
above all, identity construction based on ethnicity/country of origin (rather than race),
understanding of blackness as a synonym for African Americanness, among others.
Different and parallel paradigms of (racial) identity construction – one from Latin
America, the other in the United States – do not present signs of malleability to
accommodate the individual and collective processes of identity construction that are
literally at their intersection. The vacuum consequently created has impactful effects. As
the editors conclude, “the broader interaction between the ‘two largest minorities,’
including non-Afro Latin@s and non-Latin@ Blacks, bears directly on that population
that is both, and conditions its social experience at every stage” (Reader, 12). As we will
see in the analysis of the memoirs in the upcoming chapters, this statement proves to be
true. The main characters in these texts consistently walk a thin line between the two
minority groups, a line which, of course, does not exist as their own existence is proof.
Last, but certainly not least, the othering of US Afro-Latinos by Latinos, African
Americans, and whites alike does not only create social tensions and conflicts but, as
importantly, it creates internal problems and issues at the individual level. Borrowing

84

from W.E.B. Du Bois’s concept of ‘double consciousness,’ Flores and Jiménez Román
refer to this condition as ‘triple consciousness’ and they further explain that, “In their
quest for a full and appropriate sense of social identity Afro-Latin@s are thus typically
pulled in three directions at once and share a complex, multidimensional optic on
contemporary society” (Reader, 14). They add a paraphrasing of Du Bois’ well-known
quote to make their point clear: “‘one ever feels his three-ness, – a Latino, a Negro, an
American; three souls, three thoughts, three unreconciled strivings; three warring ideals
in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it form [sic; from] being torn
asunder’” (TC, 327). Furthermore, the scholars argue that, “Afro-Latin@s have faced
virtually total invisibility and erasure as a possible component of either the Latin@ or the
Black population: as far as the main stream media are concerned, Latin@s are not black
and Blacks are not Latin@” (Reader, 10,11). I would add that such a distinction is not
only made by the media outlets but that it also extends to the general public, forcing US
Afro-Latinos into a position of total invisibility in the American society at large and, in
many occasions, even within the Latino and African American communities. When a
desired (and necessary) sense of belonging is replaced by either invisibility or othering, a
consequential feeling of displacement and dislocation takes over. US Afro-Latinos stand
at an intersection point that is highly ignored at best and inexistent at worst while being
pulled and pushed by internal and external forces in the three directions mentioned above.
All three categories, as historically and currently socially constructed in the United States
escape them. The intersection point between Latino, black, and American must be not
only recognized but, more significantly, appreciated and valued.
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An important aspect of the processes of identity construction, which I have
mentioned earlier in this section but which also deserves more attention, is the difference
between self-labeling and labeling imposed onto an individual and/or group by others,
especially when those others are in positions of power over the named individual/group.
As Stavans eloquently summarizes, “To name is to acquire, to control, to possess” (The
Hispanic Condition, 137). In the act of naming (and labeling), the normative discourse
and those who maintain it in place subjugate and objectify the individual/group by
removing their agency to name/label themselves. When that imposed, othering naming
does not align with the preferred terms of self-identification (as it is the case for Latinos
in general and US Afro-Latinos specifically), subjugation and objectification are
accompanied by perceptual dissonance, to borrow Torres-Padilla’s term15. Even though
he uses this term specifically for the Puerto Rican context, it can be applied to all
individuals and groups that perceive themselves differently from how they are perceived
by others (Torres-Padilla and Rivera, 9). As Darity Jr. et al. clarify, “Race as a socially
designed identity can be established by self-classification (own classification) or by
social classification (classification by others). In both cases, an individual’s phenotype
and/or genotype may play a role in the process of categorization” (494). However, the
self-classification and the social classification do not always coincide. To explain the
reasons for this dissonance we ought to look into this phenomenon from different angles
and multiple levels. In some respects, the points analyzed above play a significant role
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In his book, Writing off the Hyphen, Torres-Padilla presents the term as his own,
without referencing any other scholar also using the term. However, in her 2013 article,
Rodríguez also uses the term ‘perceptual dissonance’ and references her own previous
work from 2000 in which she coined the term.
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but we must include other elements into the discussion: racial schemas, racism, and
formal aspects of questioning/reporting.
Racial schemas, of course, are related to society’s general understanding of race
and racial categories. However, schemas focus on the observable patterns that might
change periodically due to internal and external factors as well as by regions, as is the
case in the United States and Latin America. In Race Migrations, Wendy Roth defines
racial schemas as “the bundle of racial categories and the set of rules for what they mean,
how they are ordered, and how to apply them to oneself and others” (12). She emphasizes
that. “Studying how racial schemas are used helps us connect what happens at the
individual level to what happens at the macro level, or how individuals share and are
influenced by a common culture of race” (13). The problem is not only that the
conceptualization of race is different but also that the peoples from both regions, and
within each region, live under different racial schemas that affect all aspects of daily life
while at the same time they actively construe a ‘culture of race’ that influence them and
others.
If we follow Roth’s lead, we must recognize five different racial schemas that
work together/against each other in the context of the Americas as a whole. She lists them
in a chart as ‘Continuum racial schema,’ ‘Basic Nationality schema,’ ‘Panethnic
Nationality schema,’ ‘Binary U.S. schema,’ and ‘Hispanicized U.S. schema’ (17). Even
though the last two categories are specific to the United States, it is important to
remember that the first three categories are also present in the United States as migrant
and diasporic communities populate the country. The first schema can be associated with
the idea of mestizaje and hybridity given that the result of such processes is a spectrum of
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skin colors – from white to black – and physical features. However, this schema still
responds to a “hierarchical structure” (21) under which “the lighter end of the continuum
[enjoys] the greatest status … A normative value system is apparent … with lighter and
more European traits considered more desirable” (21). While the second schema, in
which “a concept of race that is more closely associated with nationality has long existed
in Latin America” (25), the third one has become more popular in the United States as it
includes terms such as ‘Latino’ or ‘Hispanic’ to denote a panethnic sentiment among the
Latin American communities in this country (Roth, 17). It also responds to the fact that
the American society at large tends to recognize the many peoples of Hispanic origin as
one and thus, these communities start using those labels when talking about themselves
with other communities. However, amongst the Latino communities, the nationality level
still prevails. The fifth schema that Roth presents demonstrates the impact that
demographic and social changes have on social constructions for, after all, as fabricated
concepts and ideas, they are not fixed and permanent but malleable and ever changing.
This is indeed the case here where, given the significant increase of the Latin
American/Latino population in the United States – either by migration or family growth –
the long-standing normative discourse/schema of white/black as a binary needed to be
revisited and revised. It is undeniable that this community – now the largest minority –
demands a space/place of recognition. Otherwise, a large percentage of the population
would be unaccounted for in formal and statistical analyses. However, the question
remains as to “whether Latinos will emerge in the United States as a racial or an ethnic
group” (Roth, 27). I develop this question further below and throughout this project for to
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answer this question, a deep study of racial (self-)labeling and identification is
imperative.
As Roth focuses her study in the Latin American/Latino groups in the United
States, other scholars focus on racial schemas that pertain to other communities. For the
purpose of this project, I would like to introduce the schemas presented by Jennifer Lee
and Frank Bean in The Diversity Paradox: Immigration and the Color Line in the
Twenty-First Century America, is they will help us understand the (racial) dynamics
among whites, blacks, and Latinos. The first schema they introduce is the ‘WhiteNonwhite Divide,’ which, as the name implies, divides the American society into two
groups: whites and non-whites. The former is extremely exclusive why the latter is quite
the opposite: everyone that does not meet the high standards of whiteness belong to this
group by default. The authors see this schema as the result of “an evolution of the whiteblack color line that has been legally enforced throughout the history of the United States
and well into the twentieth century” (24). Even though some ‘white’ European migrants
were eventually accepted into the white category (Italians and Irish come to mind, for
example), migrants from Asia, Africa, and Latin America have been consistently forced
into the ‘non-white’ category regardless of immense and significant differences. Needless
to say, African Americans would also be part of that ‘non-white’ category despite their
non-immigrant status and long history in the country. Almost as a counter-move, the
second schema they recognize is the ‘Black-Nonblack Divide.’ They argue that this way
of (re)presenting racial groupings emerged in the 1990s (29) as an alternative to the
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dominant ‘Black-White’16 and ‘White-Nonwhite’ structures. Under this schema, a
“continuing and unique separation of blacks not only from whites but also from other
nonwhite ethnoracial groups” (29). The need for this structural organization is twofold.
First, other minority groups (especially those that would be routinely classified as black
but who would see themselves as different from African Americans), prefer not to be
associated with the concept of blackness as it is understood in the United States. The
scholars provide the examples of migrants from the West Indies and Africa to illustrate
this point (31) but my research shows that US Afro-Latinos (and Latinos in general) also
fall into this category. The second reason cuts deeper into the social fabric of this
country: whiteness is built upon/ from blackness. In other words, the need for blacks is
always already present for, otherwise, whites would not be able to define themselves.
Historically, and presently as well, whites have seen themselves ‘against’ blacks and if
the category of ‘black’ morphed into ‘people of color,’ then whites would need to
reassess their own self-image (The Diversity Paradox, 32).
Lee and Bean introduce racial schemas that maintain a binary system of racial
structuring and classification. Granted, the ideas of either extending the ‘non-white’
category or of isolating the black category into “black exceptionalism” (32) do open up
the space of dialogue to revisit, in a revisionist approach, the racial paradigms in place.
However, they still preserve an ‘either/or’ perspective. Roth, much more concentrated on
the space/place Latinos take, or allowed to take, in these dichotomies, dares to disrupt the
binary system by introducing the ‘Hispanicized US Schema’ in which Latinos become
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In this article, the authors do not focus on this schema specifically but they use it as a
backdrop onto which they present the possible alternatives.
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the third group. Yet, as I mentioned before, the problem with this revision is that the
Latino community as a whole is not one race, despite the efforts put forward by the
discourse on mestizaje. The primary authors studied in this research, as the participants of
her fieldwork, struggle with this issue either when they have to identify themselves or
others or when others identify them. Thus, the alternatives presented so far, even though
they can be useful to invite further debate, do not present a solution. (But is a solution
even possible?)
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva proposes a different kind of racial schema – one that
requires not only a restructuring of current categories (like the alternatives presented
above) but, more importantly, a re-thinking of racial classifications in and of themselves.
He calls his proposal a ‘tri-racial system’ “compromised of ‘whites’ at the top, an
intermediary group of ‘honorary whites’ – similar to the coloureds in South Africa during
formal apartheid (Fredrickson 1981), and a nonwhite group or the ‘collective black’ at the
bottom” (“Tri-racial,” 932). In a detailed chart included on page 933 of his article, the
scholar classifies most ethnic groups (at least those that compose the largest percentage
of migrants in the United States) into the three aforementioned categories. He divides
Latinos among the three strata: assimilated white Latinos in the top level, light-skinned
Latinos as ‘honorary whites,’ and dark-skinned Latinos in the bottom together with
blacks. Bonilla-Silva does admit that “colour gradations, which have always been
important matters of within-group differentiation, will become more salient factors of
stratification” (“Tri-racial,” 933). Interestingly, even though light-skinned, assimilated
versions of many minority groups are included in the two top categories, blacks are
relegated to the least advantageous group, regardless of skin color, underscoring the
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importance of maintaining the category of ‘black’ to function as the opposite from which
whites create themselves. Bonilla-Silva explains, like his colleagues have also done in the
other works mentioned here, that the increase in migration has caused a change in
demographics. He claims that this phenomenon resulted in a ‘darkening’ of the United
States, a change that the white population was not ready to accept. Thus, with intentions
of whitening, once again, the population, the normative elites have devised the category
of ‘honorary whites’ as “the product of the socio-political needs of whites to maintain
white supremacy” (“Tri-racial,” 942). As his comment lets us infer, the tri-racial schema
that the scholar proposes here does not restructure the normative hierarchy of the racial
categories. On the contrary, by creating a ‘buffer zone’ of ‘honorary whites’ that will
perpetuate and reinforce racial discrimination in order to maintain their status, the gap
between the white categories and the ‘collective black’ will be even more demarcated and
the socio-political and economic consequences more obvious. Furthermore, Bonilla-Silva
argues that this racial schema will isolate blacks and will prevent a much needed
solidarity between ‘peoples of color’ (“Tri-racial,” 944). Discrimination and segregation,
in spite of the attractiveness of a post-racial discourse, seem inevitable as long as a
hierarchical system is maintained in place, regardless of the specific racial schema under
which different individuals and groups act.
In his article “Desde el Mero Medio,” Carlos Flores claims that, “Race
discrimination is a skeleton in the Latin@ community” (323) since he claims that
scholars and politicians alike “[subscribe] to a national origin strategy. This strategy
identifies Latin@s as a group comprising different nationalities, thereby creating the false
impression that Latin@s live in a color-blind society” (323). To further develop that idea,
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Darity Jr. et al. state that, “Customarily, it is asserted that the Latin American
understanding and conceptualization of race is dramatically different from that in the
United States. The conventional wisdom has it that racial classification in Latin America
is gradational based on phenotype, while it is dichotomous and based on genotype in the
United States. … This perspective has prompted Clara Rodríguez to declare Puerto
Ricans a ‘rainbow people,’ virtually devoid of race prejudice and solely amused and
entertain by their phenotypical variations” (488). Eduardo Bonilla-Silva supports this
claim and argues that “‘plural orders’ [like those in Latin America] produce malleable
racial lines” and it is only once migrants arrive in the United States that they “develop a
strong racial consciousness” (“Reflections,” 447). Even though we can agree with
Bonilla-Silva that migrants might face a different socially-construed idea of race that
forces them to reconsider their own understanding of the issue and, thus, develop a new
racial consciousness, it is wrong to assume that the ‘malleable racial lines’ are
inconsequential to the understanding and performativity of race in Latin America. Darity
Jr. et al. disagree with both Bonilla-Silva and, especially, with Rodríguez for, based on
their quantitative analysis of data, they concluded that there is no “evidence of a neutral
outlook about racial categories, nor much evidence of a rainbow of colors. There is
evidence of a flight toward Whiteness” (490), to which they playfully refer in the title of
their article, “Bleach in the rainbow.” Their report solidifies the idea that whiteness still is
perceived as the ‘goal to achieve,’ perpetuating a social hierarchy that demarcates
everything but white as inferior. Blackness, or ser negro for this applies to the American
as well as the Latin American context, is seen as negative, as a step backwards, pushing
Afro-descendent peoples into invisibility. Darity Jr. et al. refer to this “denial of Black
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ancestry” as “‘collective passing’ by Latinos” (491). Their chosen term is appropriate as
it reminds us that a similar process takes place within the African American community,
within which phenotypical variations also play a significant role.
Connected to the idea of passing, both in the US Afro-Latino and the African
American communities, colorism can be understood as the other side of the coin; both
passing and colorism work together and depend on each other. The study of colorism and
its effects among African Americans is not new, of course. However, it is only recently
that the same concept has been applied to discuss internal racism and discrimination
among US Afro-Latinos. In this context, Nayeli Chavez-Dueñas et al., in their article
“Skin-Color Prejudice and Within-Group Racial Discrimination: Historical and Current
Impact on Latino/a population,” define colorism as “‘a form of [racial] discrimination
imposed upon Latino/as by members of their own ethnic group (Organista, 2009, p. 291)”
(4, brackets original). This internal discrimination is based, mostly, on easily
recognizable physical features that reveal African ancestry, such as skin color, hair
texture, width of nose, etc. The more features recognized as ‘African,’ the less desirable
that person is and the more susceptible he/she will be to discrimination and racism among
peers, underscoring – once again – the preference for whiteness. In his article, “Anyone
but Blacks,” Alan A. Aja brings to our attention that negrophobia is “the incessant
driving force” (97) behind colorism, both in the African American and US Afro-Latino
communities as well as the white population and other non-black minorities. He defines
this concept as “the collective state-induced, white-exploited, and group-internalized fear
and disdain of Blacks or ‘Blackness’” (97). Furthermore, he argues that even if the
United States were transitioning into a “pigmentocratic logic similar to Latin America’s
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dominant social order” (98) as some scholars claim, this new attitude towards racial
systems that would potentially recognize the category ‘some other race’ as a breaker of
the white/black binary, for example, or the system that categorizes light-skinned
minorities as ‘honorary whites’ proposed by Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (Aja, 98) would be
futile “as long as dominant ‘anti-black’ trajectories continue on both inter and intra group
levels” since “an increasingly diverse yet ‘black-distant’ white-dominated mainstream
culture [would still be] imminent” (98). His conceptualization of negrophobia helps us
better understand the reasons behind the intra-group racial divisions among Latinos, as
seen on the census and other collected data as well as in the literary texts analyzed in this
project. The myth of racial democracies in Latin America, where skin color is not a
determining factor for the social class and social mobility available to an individual or
group, might attempt to get transplanted into the United States as the Latino population
increases in significant numbers. Any attempt to break the long-established white/black
dichotomy prominent in the United States (either with a pigmentocratic continuum or
with a tri-racial system with accepted new categories such as Hispanic/Latino as a race or
an ‘honorary whites’17 group) will be obsolete as long as racial hierarchy remains in
place, supported by underlying threats as whiteness superiority and negrophobia.
While perception, categorization, and identification of groups and individuals as
racially different have an impact on the daily interactions among peoples and on the
popular discourse that perpetuates and is perpetuated by this situation, there is another
formal component to the identification and classification of peoples in the United States

See Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s article for detailed explanations of how his new tr-racial
system would work.
17
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that is as impactful. The United States census, carried out every ten years, has as one of
its main purposes to collect information on the country’s population so that it can be
grouped according to different criteria; origin, race, and ethnicity are some of the aspects
taken into consideration that are pertinent to this project. Even if such a survey is
perceived as an objective means to collect and organize information, scholars agree that it
is, in fact, much more powerful and impactful for the society at large and the minority
communities in particular as the gathered information can be used to allocate funding and
resources. Furthermore, as Clara E. Rodríguez affirms, “the US census has the power to
not just report racial categories but also to create or destroy them” (390). This point is
essential to our conversation for, as the Latino/Hispanic population in the United States
grows faster than that of any other racial group, the creation or destruction of this
category (and the forms in which it is created, especially) can and will have an effect on
the national discourse on race and, consequently, on the social/racial dynamics of the
country.
As it pertains to the Latino/Hispanic population in the United States, a short
historical background18 provides context to better understand the present-day situation.
Even though the first census took place in 1790 and the presence of peoples of Hispanic
descent can be traced back almost that far in time, it was in only in 1980 that the census
asked for the first time whether the participants recognized a Hispanic origin. Focusing
the question on the ‘origin’ was important as it meant that “Latinos were redefined as an
ethnic group that can ‘be of any race’ (Rodríguez 2000)” (Rodríguez, 391). The follow-

This summary of the US census trajectory is based on Clara E. Rodríguez’s article
“Latino Racial Reporting in the US: To be or Not to Be,” otherwise noted.
18
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up question was, of course, the ‘race question.’ Reports show that while 53 percent of the
Hispanic population self-identified as ‘White,’ 38 percent chose ‘other race.’ The
inconclusiveness of the ‘other race’ factor was going to be pivotal in the census design
and administration for the next four decades (and even today). Presented soon after 1980,
a proposal that attempted to eliminate the origin question and turn Latino into a race was
quickly abandoned and replaced, in the 1990s, by a plan supported by the “‘Multiracial
movement’” (Rodríguez, 391) which would allow for multiple answers to the race
question. In the 2000 census, in spite of having the option of choosing more than one
race, peoples of Hispanic origin still marked ‘some other race’ and “proceeded to write in
a Hispanic origin (Grieco and Cassidy 2001)” (392). Rodríguez explains that, “With
‘some other race’ as one of the largest and fastest growing racial categories in the United
States, a new proposal emerged” (392). This time, it was “proposed to eliminate the
‘some other race’ category” (392) completely; that proposition was faced with
opposition, though, and the category remained in place. However, for the 2010 census,
census field workers and respondents were instructed that, “‘For this census, Hispanic
origins are not races’ (Humes et al. 2011)” (392). Rodríguez indicates that, “Despite the
additional instruction, 37 percent of Latinos reported ‘some other race’ in the 2010
census” (392). Although the percentage is indeed lower than in previous survey years, the
fact that almost 40 percent of the Latino population still identify itself as ‘some other
race’ when instructed not to do so underscores the persistence of engrained racial
schemas that do not match with those in the host country and, as a consequence, the
complexities and difficulties in understanding, labeling, and grouping this highly
heterogenous group that resists homogenization. Moreover, the census asks for self-
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identification so it does not account for the discrepancies between how a person labels
himself/herself and how that same person would be labeled by others. Rodríguez
concludes that, “Not surprisingly, a vibrant and growing scholarly literature has been
examining the placement – by self or others – of Latinos along the US color line, what
determines it and how the census is coping with it” (393). A frequently-cited article by
John R. Logan, for instance, uses data collected from several census and surveys to
conclude that Latinos, based on their self-identification, can be grouped in three
categories: White Hispanic, Hispanic Hispanic, and Black Hispanic. According to him, it
is the second group that has seen the largest growth in recent years, which he understands
as a sign that “Though Hispanics are undoubtedly aware of the Black-White color line in
American society, this report offers evidence that they increasingly reject these racial
categories and assert a distinct Hispanic ethnic identity” (483). Darity Jr. et al. partially
critique Logan’s stand as they claim that he has ignored the rejection towards blackness
that might prompt some of the ‘Hispanic Hispanics’ to include themselves in this
category when ‘Black Hispanic’ would be a more accurate label (“Bleach in the
Rainbow”). These conversations among sociologists and economists serve us to place the
study of Grillo’s, Thomas’s, and Santiago’s memoirs – spanning for most of the twentieth
century, in a larger socio-political context that is marked by complex and intermingled
social and racial structures. By means of personal narratives, these authors give a face to
the anonymous numbers of statistics.
Above, I have discussed a more theoretical approach to issues of race and (self-)
identification as it relates to Latinos and US Latinos. Sociological research allows us to
complement the scholarly work done in the Humanities; an interdisciplinary approach to
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this subject highlights its complexities but, at the same time, leads to a more in-depth
analysis. In this section, then, I will focus on the sociology literature that attempts to
explain the Latino population’s insistence on choosing ‘some other race’ on the census
and other surveys. Before delving into the explanations, it is imperative to note that
‘some other race’ represents the second largest percentage in the racial category in the
2010 census; ‘White’ represents the largest percentage at 53% while ‘black’ comes in
fourth place with a mere 2.5 percent (Rodríguez, 391). That is to say, the largest number
of Latinos see themselves as ‘white’ although they might not be perceived and classified
as such by other minority communities and the society at large.19 Thus, the reasons for
choosing ‘some other race’ should be studied with this larger context in mind. Rodríguez
introduces three main explanations for this choice. First, the idea of ‘mixed racial
background’ and mestizaje would explain the inability to choose one of the options
offered when individuals would feel that more than one option would be a more accurate
representation. However, she underscores that in the latest census (as well as in some
recent large-scale surveys and smaller academic field research), when given the
opportunity to choose more than one category, a great percentage of Latinos still chose
the ‘some other race’ alternative. Secondly, a large number of these responses could
potentially be explained due to a “‘denial of race’ on the part of the Latinos and the
reluctance to report as Black or Indian” (393). Unfortunately, she admits that not much
research has been done to further explore the plausibility of this explanation. However, if
we look at the critical analysis of the memoirs in the upcoming chapters as well as the

Even though I am only mentioning the latest census, Rodríguez’s charts of previous
census also support this statement.
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theoretical framework already developed here, I would like to claim that there is enough
evidence to consider this explanation as an important part of the problem. In fact, and just
to cite two examples, Wendy D. Roth’s Race Migrations (2012) and Ginetta E.B.
Candelario’s Black behind the Ears (2007) include extensive sociological field work that
demonstrates a resistance to being (self-)identified as black/negro.20 Finally, her third
explanation is grounded on “Latinos having a different understanding of race (Rodríguez
2000)” and she expands this claim by stating that, “the concept of ‘race’ for Latinos was
not solely based on hypodescent or blood quantum (as in the case in the United States)
but also include other variables such as class, culture, appearance, education, national
origin, or a combination of these and skin color (Rodríguez 1992; Rodríguez et al. 1991)”
(393). The malleability of the Latin American racial schema is, once again, brought to the
foreground. However, even though in theory, individuals could make use of that
flexibility, in practice, certain groups of people and individuals benefit much more from
that flexibility. Moreover, let us remember that this malleability hides a preference for
whiteness and, in doing so, the Latin American racial paradigm still reinforces a
social/racial hierarchy that places whiteness on top. The binary system of the United
States might find its parallel structure in a continuum but both normative discourses
privilege and aim for whiteness.
According to several studies cited by Rodríguez, the consequences of the Latino
population insisting on choosing ‘some other race’ as their (self-)identification are
significant and could, potentially, be groundbreaking. As the sociologist explains,

For reference, the Rodríguez’s article that I have been using as reference was published
in 2013. I am mostly using this article as my main point of reference as it is the only
source, available to me, that includes results from the 2010 census.
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some suggest that ‘Latino’ is emerging as a ‘racial’ category (Rumbaut 2009) …
Given that Latinos constitute the largest minority group, political stakes are high
in terms of how Latinos should be counted and what classification format should
be used. … those concerned with primary identification may advocate the
combined format [race/origin as one], while those interested in maximizing the
Latino count (and subsequently the group’s political power) may call for the
separate race and ethnicity design. Finally, those focused on racial differences
within the Latino community may resist the combines race/ethnicity question, as
it would yield far less ‘racial’ data (Campbell and Rogalin 2006). (397)
These three different approaches to the ‘Latino problem,’ all valid in their own way, not
only highlight the impossibility of homogenizing an extremely heterogenous group from
the outside when the group itself resist homogenizing from the inside but also the power
this group holds – or has the potential to hold. ‘There is power in numbers,’ or so the
saying goes, and Latinos indeed have that in their favor not only as the largest minority
but as the fastest growing group in the United States. Considering all peoples of Hispanic
origin living in the United States as members of a ‘Latino race’ would undoubtedly give
this community political power. However, based on the information presented here
already and the study of the memoirs in the upcoming chapters, white Latinos (those that
describe themselves as white and those that are perceived as such both) will oppose such
classification as a step down the social ladder. US Afro-Latinos, meanwhile, will lose
complete visibility and will be absorbed into an umbrella term/group that discriminates
them. That is to say, the ‘Latino race’ will eliminate the many races that compose the
Latino/Latin American peoples and “promote a color-blind racial ideology” (Chavez-
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Dueñas et al., 14) that would hide the community’s heterogeneity and veil problems of
internal racism and discrimination.
The intention of this theoretical analysis is not to delve into a deep review of each
of these fields of study. The sheer amount of information and critical work in
combination with the complexities that surround each field would demand an extended
and much more in-depth project than the one at hand. However, I am confident that my
critical review of some key concepts has been fruitful. On the one hand, I have been able
to demonstrate the points of intersectionality between Black Atlantic Studies and
Hispanic Transatlantic Studies as they both approach a similar yet different subject/object
of study. In the upcoming chapters, it will become clear that the abstract (but not
innocent) distinctions made in the academic world do not always coincide with the reality
of marginalized communities nor with their cultural production. On the other hand, and
still connected to the previous point, the ideas presented in this chapter are relevant to
frame and ground the primary texts included in this research project as part of an
extended African Diaspora.
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CHAPTER 2
CONSTRUCTING CUBAN AMERICAN BLACKNESS IN EVELIO
GRILLO’S BLACK CUBAN, BLACK AMERICAN
“Schools resolved all my confusion about my color, my Spanish tongue, and my culture.
I was a black boy. That’s what was important!” – Black Cuban, Black American, Evelio
Grillo
Evelio Grillo’s memoir, Black Cuban, Black American, might seem an odd
selection for this research project as it presents important differences from the other texts
I study: Grillo is Afro-Cuban (the other authors are Afro-Puerto Ricans), Grillo grows up
in the South (the others, in New York City), Grillo’s memoir, though published in 2000,
takes the readers to the first half of the twentieth century (the other memoirs focus more
on the second half of the same century). However, Grillo’s texts allows me to introduce
and discuss the concepts that are the central themes in the following chapters: the
construction of racial identities and the subsequent labeling. Furthermore, Grillo’s work
provides us with important contrasts to some of the other works studied later,
demonstrating the complexities and nuances of the US Afro-Latino experience. In this
chapter I argue that Grillo, as well as his autobiographical character, are destined to
occupy a space of in-betweenness regardless of his efforts to find a ‘middle-ground’ that
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welcomes him. The perception and classification, by the society at large and other
minority communities, of Grillo as an othered individual based on social constructs of
race and culture, have already determined his marginalized place within the United
States.
Evelio Grillo was born in Tampa, Florida in 1919 to immigrant parents from
Cuba. According to his memoir and its introduction by Kenya Dworkin y Méndez, his
family was part of a significantly large Cuban migrant community which had settled in
this area – Ybor City more specifically – given the high need for skilled tobacco laborers.
This geographical and historical context places Grillo at the epicenter of racial and social
relationships that do not respond to the default black/white binary that operates (or
pretends to operate) in the United States. Grillo describes his city as, “Culturally,
socially, and economically a small city within a city, its residents were a mixture of white
Cubans, Italians, black Cubans, black Americans, Spaniards, and a not very visible
number of white Americans of European extraction” (6). Here in Ybor City, white
Americans and African Americans share the landscape with white Cubans and AfroCubans, demonstrating the multi-level and complex process of city planning and the
building of societies/communities, which affect the individuals’ process of
(self)identification as well as the construct of group/communal identities.
The complicated question of racial identity takes center-stage in Grillo’s life and,
of course, in his memoir. Grillo’s journey of self-discovery parallels his travels from
Tampa to Washington D.C. to New Orleans. As he matures and faces new realities and
experiences, the question ‘Who am I?’ takes different forms and receives different
answers. However, even at the end of his memoir, when he seems to have come to terms
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with a racial label that fits within a socially accepted paradigm, his observations and
comments still leave space for uncertainty and ambiguity. These feelings, shared by the
other authors in this project, are congruent with the space in-betweenness characteristic
of diasporic communities since the spaces at the intersections of categories present
themselves as absolutes when in fact they are porous and permeable.
Racial labeling, classification, and segregation are, undoubtedly, a concern of
Grillo’s since an early age. Some of Grillo’s first observations, at the beginning of his
memoir, focus not on personal and family experiences but on the impact that living in a
racially and ethnically divided city has on him and his family. As he projects his adult
understanding onto the child he once was, Grillo makes a clear distinction between the
concept of race in Cuba versus in the United States. It is important to recall that Grillo
was born in the United States to immigrant parents from the island. However, given the
information that Grillo himself provides in his memoir, it is not clear where his parents
were born21. He does mention that his mother’s family had been living in the United
States (but not in Tampa) for approximately 25 years (10). Grillo’s observations on Cuba,
thus, are not based on first-hand experiences but, perhaps, on family anecdotes or
information he has encountered by different means. According to him, racial divisions in
Cuba are not as clear-cut as they are in the United States. He claims that,
Legal separation of the two races did not prevail in Cuba as it did in the United
States, but discrimination along racial lines and separation along social and
economic lines did exist. In Cuba, affluent black Cubans moved within the society
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Antonio López, in his book Unbecoming Blackness: The Diaspora Cultures of AfroCuban America, confirms that Grillo’s parents were born in Cuba, as per his birth
certificate (215)
105

of the affluent. ‘Es Negro, pero es Negro blanco.’ (‘He is a black man, but he is a
white black man,’ translation mine) was an expression I heard often.” (7)
Here Grillo points out to an important distinction: legal versus social segregation. In
Cuba, then, social stratification was dependent on economic status as a person’s wealth
could potentially allow him or her to blur the racial line. However, it is important to bear
in mind that the so-called flexibility of the Latin American paradigm was also contingent
on gender as both constructs are always tangled. In the United States, laws put into
practice before and during the Jim Crow era did not allow for such mobility.
While a lack of legal separation in the island could have meant a certain fluidity,
the social segregation of the island seems to have been transplanted once in the United
States. In Ybor City, the neighborhoods were clearly marked along racial lines, and white
Cubans had little if any contact with their Afro-Cuban counterparts. Even though many of
them did work “side by side in the cigar-making industry” – most black Cubans would
only work in entry-level positions (7), their residences would be in different sections of
the city, limiting the interaction that these groups could and did have. Grillo, for example,
does not “remember playing with a single white Cuban child” (9). As the author himself
summarizes, “In the main, black Cubans and white Cubans lived apart from one another
in Ybor City” (9). Dworkin y Mendez points out in the Introduction to this memoir that,
Motivated by either Jim-Crow style segregation, traditional Cuban racism, or
both, the white Cubans of Ybor City saw their only strategy of acceptance into
Tampa society as separation from their black Cuban neighbors. Tampa’s onceunited white and black Cubans went their different ways: the whites towards
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assimilation and upward mobility, the blacks down an apparent dead-end street.
(Introduction, xi)
According to her, then, and in line with Grillo’s observations, white Cubans understood
that if upward social mobility was to happen for them at all, their distance and separation
from black Cubans was going to be imperative, as well as their denial of any interracial
mixing that might have happened in previous generations in the island. Dworkin y
Mendez adds that, “In such a society, only deculturation and assimilation could
eventually clear the path for upward mobility among Cubans after several generations.
This required, among other things, a denial of African heritage and a celebration of
Iberian culture, which brought white Cubans closer to their Spanish brethren and left
black Cubans in the lurch” (Introduction, x). When the author mentions, “such a society,”
she refers to the American society embedded deep into the Jim Crow era, forcing readers
to ask themselves if the situation in the island was actually as different as Dworkin y
Mendez and Grillo wants us to believe. It is important to make a distinction here: Grillo
is, as mentioned above, speaking from, potentially, second-hand experiences for, as far as
we know, he has never lived in nor traveled to Cuba. Granted, as an adult he did study
Latin American studies at the university level and that could have informed his
understanding of issues of race and identity in Cuba. However, after several close
readings of his memoir, it seems to me that Grillo-narrator is evoking his childhood
memories and understanding at this point in his memoir. Dworkin y Mendez, on the other
hand, is a scholar whose research focuses on Latin American and Hispanic Caribbean
Studies as well as US-Latino Studies; therefore, we should safely assume that her
observations are based on research. Yet, Andrew Gomez presents a different perspective
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on the racial problems in the island, which can explain the easiness with which white
Cubans accepted and encouraged the segregationist laws in the United States. According
to him, while during the last decades of the nineteenth and the first decades of the
twentieth centuries, black and white Cubans in the United States joined forces in the
Independence Movement,
[f]ollowing Cuban independence, white Cubans returned to many old assumptions
about black Cubans. In the past, scholars … have pointed out to Jim Crow as
forcing white Cubans to separate from black Cubans. However, … [b]y looking at
internal debates, oral histories, and material culture, it becomes evident that many
white Cubans were merely falling back into older attitudes about black Cubans
rooted in well-established prejudices. (40)
Even though it is true that Cuba did not have segregationist laws, this comment presents
us with a more complex social and racial reality both in the island and in the United
States. The myth of a racial democracy that highlights hybridity and equality is confirmed
as a myth when white Cubans are given the chance to return to the pre-Independence
days during which black Cubans were considered second-class citizens. The segregation
of Cuban-American organizations, such as social clubs, mutual aid societies, and
workers’ unions – all of which could have escaped segregationist laws, underscores the
white Cuban-Americans predisposition to differentiate themselves from their black
countrymen. (Gomez, 31) Another example, presented by Gomez, brings attention to the
teatro bufo, a common form of entertainment among Cuban-Americans that Gomez
compares to minstrel shows as it “represented a broader shift back to essentialist
characterizations of black Cubans that justified their place in society” (43). Needless to
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say, if these examples do not confirm Dworkin y Mendez’s erroneous observation, the
undoubtedly present a much more complex picture of the racial stratification and
interactions between Cubans in the United States22.
The clear-cut separation between white and black Cubans brought with itself an
important question: what position (socially but also geographically) would black Cubans
take? Joining African-Americans is the first answer that comes to mind. Indeed, at least
geographically, that is exactly what happened. As Grillo explains, “In the ghetto within a
ghetto located in the southwest corner of Ybor City … black Cubans and black
Americans23 lived together. Black Cubans formed the larger group in this neighborhood”
(10). The fact that both black Cubans and African-Americans lived in the same
neighborhood did not mean a full integration of the two groups. Whereas outsiders (white
Americans, white Cubans, and other white immigrants) could have seen these two groups
as one based on their shared African heritage, black Cubans and African Americans
understood the differences between them: different cultural backgrounds over exceeded a
shared racial ancestry. Gomez claims that, “[i]nitially black Cubans viewed themselves as
fundamentally different from African Americans with unique histories and cultural
characteristics” (35). Grillo provides an explanation, albeit a controversial one, for the
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For a more comprehensive historical review of the Cuban society during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in South Florida, please see Gomez, “Jim Crow
and the Caribbean South: Cubans and Race in South Florida, 1885-1930s” (2017),
Dworkin y Méndez, “Latin Place Making in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth
Centuries: Cuban Émigrés and Their Transnational Impact in Tampa, Florida” (2018),
Greenbaum, “Afro-Cubans in Tampa” found in The Afro-Latino Reader (2010).
23
Grillo is not consistent with the use of the terms ‘black Americans’ and ‘AfricanAmerican.’ Later in the chapter, I will focus on this inconsistency and the reasons behind
it. However, for now, I would like to point out that I will use the term ‘AfricanAmerican’ throughout this project but will keep the original terms used by the different
authors in my quotes.
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schism between these two communities. According to him, this separation has two
reasons: one, historical and one, cultural. His understanding is that,
In Spanish-speaking countries, slaves, though subjugated and exploited, were, I
believe, taught to read, write, and do arithmetic. … One consequence of this
difference in treatment of slaves showed itself as generations succeeded
generations. In Tampa there dwelt together a highly literate population of black
Cubans and a black American population in which illiteracy rates were high. (11,
italics mine)
This comment is based on his belief, perhaps on opinions shared by others, but not
necessarily based on research. It is difficult to distinguish here if this belief comes from
Grillo when he was a child or if it is a belief he holds throughout adulthood and at the
moment of writing his memoir. Let us remember that by the time he writes his memoir,
Grillo has already completed college education, including a Master’s degree in Latin
American Studies. If the comment above were based on scholarly research, he would
have said so or, at least, would not have chosen the verb ‘believe’ to introduce his point,
which leads me to conclude that this comment must be grounded on his childhood and
the tell-tales he probably overheard then24.
The cultural explanation is, indirectly, also historical and it takes us back to
colonial times – more specifically, to the main colonial powers that established
themselves in the Americas: England and Spain. According to Grillo, language and

24

It is worth mentioning here that Greenbaum does recognize that in the last decades of
the nineteenth century, there was a significant percent of the Afro-Cuban population in
South Florida that was involved in activism and journalism, publishing many periodicals
at the time. (“Afro-Cubans in Tampa,” 54)
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religion are at the epicenter of the cultural differences that separate these two groups. He
explains that, “A common racial identity as blacks did not bridge the gulf that existed
between the two groups. Black Americans spoke English and followed Protestant
religions. Black Cubans spoke Spanish and practiced Catholicism” (11). The two traits
imposed on these groups centuries ago by the colonial powers still determine the social
relationships, interactions, and identities of both African-Americans and black Cubans.
They recognize a shared origin, reflected on their physical appearance, but they do not
see each other as part of the same community. Language and religion are not only
markers of historical differences but, more importantly, contemporary elements upon
which division and discrimination are grounded. Grillo recounts how, “Our parents’ fears
of black Americans were transmitted to us in the home” (13) or how, “Our parents, who
had limited contact with black Americans, sometimes spoke disparagingly of them,
criticizing their behavior and attributing the violence that occurred within the lowest
economic class to the entire black community” (14). It is important to notice that even
though Grillo chooses the word ‘fear’ to describe the feeling black Cubans adults felt
towards African-Americans, he does not use any such words to refer to the feelings or
reactions of adult African-Americans towards their black Cuban counterparts. He does,
however, mention that black Cuban children were not invited to socialize with AfricanAmerican children due to attending different schools, or how African-American children
would call them names based on the language they spoke. Perhaps he was unaware of the
true feelings African-American adults expressed behind doors and he only witnessed the
effects of such feelings as expressed by children. Yet, the few times he does single out
African-American adults, Grillo only has positive words to describe them. Thus, the self-
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awareness and critique he introduces here is worth mentioning as it is not a constant in
his memoir. He is clearly aware that biases and prejudices determine how both groups
relate to each other as well as the influence that older generations hold on the younger
ones. This is an important element of study in my project as a whole: the older
generations, who are more deeply connected to their motherlands, bring with them and
impose unto their children the notions and understandings, not only of race but also of
gender, that were prevalent in the islands (Puerto Rico and Cuba). The consequences are
extremely significant: children (that grow into adults) who try to find their own place – in
the widest sense of the word, as a geographical but also sentimental space, in the new
country while navigating through two conflictive and opposing narratives. On the one
hand, the children are expected to respect and follow their parents’ rules; on the other,
their search to belong in their communities might push them to act against their parents’
expectations. Furthermore, this internal conflict is accompanied by mixed statements and
behaviors (representative of their own understandings of race and identity) of the
community at large and, specifically, the African-American community, who is not
always accepting of US Afro-Latinos as part of their own.
Throughout the first part of his memoir, while he is a child in Tampa, Grillo tells
his memories and recollections of childhood in fragmented and often contradictory
snippets, demonstrating the complexities of social and racial identity construction. As
clear as it is that Evelio25 wants to belong in his community, it is also clear that such
belonging is almost impossible or comes at a very high price. Although Grillo has already

For clarity purposes, I will use the author’s first name, Evelio, when referring to the
character in the memoir and the author’s last name, Grillo, when referring to the author’s
voice as the narrator.
25
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made it clear that black Cubans were almost completely segregated from white Cubans in
Tampa, he reinforces the idea that their integration to the African-American community
was, first, imposed by the Jim Crow laws and, secondly, nor full not easy. To illustrate
his argument, Grillo presents example after example of integration/lack of integration,
acceptance/lack of acceptance. I would like to focus on Grillo’s school days to emphasize
these complexities. For instance, Grillo mentions that, “As children, we had intensive
interaction with black Americans in school. We became good friends. We studied with
them, we played with them, we fell in love with them and, as we grew older, we married
them. Our feelings toward them were very positive and we were sensitive to remarks
critical of them” (14). This last comment refers to his observation on how harsh and
discriminatory his parents’ generation is towards African-Americans. A few lines later,
he adds, “Reciprocally, they considered us part of the black community, for that was the
way we were perceived by the larger American society” (15). This picture of acceptance
and integration disintegrates almost immediately as Grillo recalls how African-American
kids tease and bully them. He remembers that,
our black American schoolmates called us tally wops. That phrase, a combination
of two slang terms applied to Italians, rang out in the schoolyard whenever black
Cuban children were addressed derisively. Our schoolmates found it difficult to
distinguish between the Spanish and the Italian languages, so since we sounded
like Italian to their ears, they attached the misnomers to us. At any rate, the mean
and combative black American students called us tally wop in loud and jeering
voices and with great delight. They never physically abused us, but they did
substantial hurt to our feelings.” (39)
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Before analyzing the quote, it is important to mention that based on 2004 manuscript of
this memoir found at the Anacostia Community Museum of the Smithsonian Institution
(Washington DC), ‘Tally Wop’ was its original title. Grillo discarded this first title “with
some reservation, for, as he put it, it was ‘a frank, open statement about who I am’”
(Unbecoming Blackness, 216). The term, which refers to “Italian without papers”
(Unbecoming Blackness, 216) does not, in fact, apply to who Grillo truly is: he is not
Italian and he does not need ‘papers’ since he is American-born. Yet, Grillo has
internalized this abusive othering to the extent of, even during adulthood, understand and
claim this pejorative and discriminatory nickname as his own. The feeling of exclusion
and non-belonging is so strongly formed due to the socio-political and economic
environment in which Grillo grew up that even after obtaining several advanced college
degrees, he still identifies himself as he was perceived when he was a child.
The contrast presented in these two recollections is impossible to ignore as it
reinforces how complicated the interactions between these two groups are. However,
there is another important issue that comes to light in this last observation: cultural
differences take priority over shared skin color. The African-American children cannot
distinguish between Spanish and Italian. In fact, they group both as one, as the language
of the Other. It is in fact this linguistic othering that takes prevalence in the
interactions and, consequently, determines that even though black Cuban children
might look like them, they are not one of them. Moreover, the fond memories that Grillo
presents in the first quote above are limited to the school day, where they are forced to
share the space. Grillo himself admits that the neighborhood children that attend other
schools do not befriend them (12) and that they, “did not attend plays, concerts, recitals,
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and lectures, presented in English. These were held in large Protestant churches in the
black American ghetto, where we seldom ventured, other than to attend school” (15). As
mentioned earlier, the prevailing cultural differences distance these two groups who are
forced by the society at large to come together.
Grillo observes this ‘forced integration’ as well. A previously cited quote deserves
to be repeated here: “Reciprocally, they considered us part of the black community, for
that was the way we were perceived by the larger American society” (15, italics added). I
have examined the first part of this comment earlier so I would like to draw attention to
the second part. Throughout Grillo’s memoir, white Americans are rarely mentioned. In
the first part of his work, Grillo makes direct references to them as white Cubans try to
assimilate into white America as a means for social mobility. However, in the rest of his
autobiography, much of Grillo’s time is spent around African-Americans, so much so that
his interactions seem limited to only this group. Yet, it is in comments like the one above
(and the quote below) that we see the impact that the white normative discourse and the
practices of discrimination have in his life in particular, and in that of both black Cubans
and African-Americans in general. The American society at large, socially constructed
and divided into different racial categories, each with its own privileges and limitations,
cannot but merge these two distinct groups into one for, otherwise, it would need to
revise its social paradigm that, founded on the One-Drop Rule, established legal and
social means of segregation and discrimination. Grillo’s choice to use the word
‘perceived’ is also significant as it connotes physical and social distance: from afar (and
to the white American population), African-Americans and black Cubans look alike and
thus, they are alike; the cultural differences that are obvious to African-Americans and
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black Cubans are unknown or ignored by white Americans as they are irrelevant to the
social and racial structure of the United States.
Perception finds its systemic counterpart in a legal system that makes interracial
mixing and mingling not only undesirable but, more importantly, illegal. As Gomez
explains, “Segregation laws became stringently enforced and Cubans [in Florida] soon
dealt with the everyday realities of Jim Crow laws, nativism, and residential
segregation … Cubans of color were lumped together into second-class citizenship
among Florida’s African American population” (26). Different from previous generations
of black Cubans who enjoyed more freedom, Grillo’s generation did not know any other
social division and/or classification. To this effect, he comments,
The American pattern of rigid segregation of blacks and whites asserted itself in
the schools with unrestrained, brutal vigor. For all our sharing of language,
culture, and religion with white Cubans, we black Cubans were black. When the
school bell rang, we joined the streams of children headed toward the ‘colored’
schools. Schools resolved all my confusion about my color, my Spanish tongue,
and my culture. I was a black boy. That’s what was important!” (39, italics
original)
Grillo’s observation coincides with Gomez’s claim that the author’s generation is “the
first generation of Cuban children who were fully raised within the Jim Crow system.
Looking at their testimony only points to how Cubans internalized these policies in their
own communities” (30). Grillo’s memoir is a testament to not only the internalization of
such a system but also to the conflicts and struggles such a system causes to an
individual; his memoir, then, takes Gomez’s argument a step further. Migrants – in
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particular this generation – did internalize the policies but the process of internalization
was accompanied by a process of questioning and struggle, which could be considered
the initial push towards the Civil Rights Movement that was to come less than a
generation later. In his entry as part of the VOCES Oral History Project,26 he is quoted as
having said, “I have a hybrid identity that can’t be torn apart.” He could not have
expressed his feelings towards this issue any better way. Outside the house, Evelio was
black. Inside the house, he was Cuban. This ever-present dichotomy/hybridity is shared
by all the authors (or at least their fictional autobiographical characters) analyzed in the
project.
Even though Grillo points at a certain level of comradery between black Cubans
and African Americans, he also emphasizes the ambiguity and complexity in their
relationships. However, until this point, Grillo focuses on the group and communal
interactions based on race. He does very little self-reflecting regarding his own racial
identity. Evelio sees himself as a black person of Cuban ancestry and not as an African
American. To him, black refers to the color of his skin but it does not equate to the black
culture common among African Americans. Culturally speaking, Evelio identifies as
Cuban. Unfortunately, the racial constructs in the United States do not allow for such
nuances of the term black. The American racial paradigm based on the white/black binary
imposed onto society both by segregationist laws and (violent) discriminatory behaviors,
categorizes Evelio as black and, therefore, he must abide by the demands of such a

Housed under the University of Texas – Austin, the VOCES Oral History Center is
“dedicated to recording and disseminating the stories of US Latinas and Latinos and
weaving the many perspectives into our historical narrative at the national, state and local
levels” according to their Mission Statement found in the Center’s main webpage.
26
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hegemonic and normative discourse. As a child, he observes and notes the differences
among the different communities that constitute Ybor City and understands his complex
positioning at the intersections of several minority communities.
Grillo’s move to Washington DC during his high school years and to New
Orleans during his college years is accompanied by a coming-of-age journey during
which more openly reflects on issues of racial self-identification. Regardless of location,
Grillo’s experiences until adulthood are always centered around his schooling and
education. The intellectual exploration on issues of race begins when he starts high
school in Tampa. To contrast this change in perspective, Grillo comments that the black
nuns from his elementary and middle schools
could not teach us … the black culture. They could not help us understand our
past as children of slaves, to handle the rage we harbored in the face of inequities,
the humiliations we faced on a daily basis on a totally segregated society. They
could not help us feel black … Our black culture was subsumed, if not denied. In
its place we were handed a European culture, complete with icons, heroes and
heroines. (44, italics original)
Aside from the critique to an Eurocentric system of education (even within black
Catholic schools like the ones Grillo attended) that openly delegitimizes the socio-,
political, and historical past/present of the student body, there are two (partially related)
important points to be discussed. Grillo repeatedly claims, as I have mentioned before,
that the black, as in African American, culture escaped him and his community given the
social differences and disintegration outside the schools. In retrospect, he understands
that en earlier introduction to African American history, culture, and politics would have
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been beneficial for his future integration to the black community at large. Even then,
however, his acculturation would have been the result of an education process rather than
through processes of belonging. This is one of the few instances in which Grillo-author
‘highjacks’ the story from Grillo-narrator to insert his own voice as an adult much more
fully integrated to the black diasporic communities in the United States (44). Upon close
reading, “they” refers to the black nuns; the “us” and “our” to the African diaspora in the
United States, to which Grillo-author belongs but to which Grillo-narrator (up to that
point) does not and to which Evelio certainly does not belong nor comprehends. Evelio
and Grillo-narrator use ‘black’ as the color of their skin. Of course, they do understand
the implications and consequences of having such a skin color but until now, ‘black’ has
been used to describe a physical characteristic. Grillo-author takes over and uses ‘black’
in unison with culture; now black is much more than a skin color. When Grillo says,
“They could not help us feel black” (italics added), the author expands this signifier to its
broadest and most inclusive definition, turning it into a diasporic term – a diasporic black.
Grillo’s in-hindsight observations are more straightforward and concluding than
his complex and contradictory feelings during his youth. High school teachers in Tampa
“led [him] to develop comfort in [his] identity as black [American.]” (46, italics added)
This is the first time that Grillo addresses himself with such a label, expressing a sense of
belonging to the African American community. He reinforces this idea when he
confesses that once in Washington DC his “acculturation by the black American
community of Tampa had taken. I thought black American. I felt black American” (66).
Partially, the solidification of this new self-identifier depends on his new environment.
While in Tampa, he lived in the black Cuban part of the African American neighborhood,
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Spanish was still his main language, and the Hispanic culture was the most influential
social background. In Washington DC, on the other hand, Grillo attended Dunbar High
School, a highly proclaimed African American school, lived in a “black American
neighborhood near the Howard University campus” (60) with his older brother, and
joined the local intellectual black elite thanks to his Tampa’s connections. Clearly, Grillo
was now at the epicenter of the African American community in Washington DC, a
community that welcomed him (for the most part) and introduced him to a new sociopolitical context: a much less segregated city meant new freedoms for this Southern boy.
To this point, Grillo shares that, “No matter what fetters others felt, I was free: free to
ride the bus and sit anywhere, free to go to the library and caress those marvelous books,
free to enjoy so many things I could not even dream of in Tampa. Most of all … I was
free to be unambiguously black” (61). This seemingly conclusive statement is what leads
Dworkin y Méndez to claim Grillo’s “effective triumph over racial and ethnic ambiguity
and disempowerment – a journey from Afro-Cubanness to African-Americanness” (viii).
However, I would like to argue that the scholar’s rushed conclusion is indeed challenged
by Grillo’s continuous ambivalence towards his own racial labeling. Furthermore, we
must note the difference between (racial) self-perception and the perception of others
based on normative, othering gazes. In spite of some differences and problems caused by
the distinct linguistic and cultural backgrounds, it is true that Grillo is fully participant of
the African American way of living in a big city. He does identify with the African
American community and does indicate a sense of belonging to this group. Even though
he does not call himself (ever) African American, Grillo does identify himself as black.
We have seen him use this label before but at this point in the memoir, and without
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having Grillo-author take over the role of the narrator, we can infer that Grillo equates,
here, black with African American. Yet, we must also pay attention to the African
American community’s response to this act of self-identification and belonging. Earlier
on in his memoir, Grillo has already shared incidents among his peers where the cultural
differences created a gap between him and his African American counterparts, many
times causing him to feel “embarrassed, awkward, and very alone.” (44) We can infer
from this retelling that though accepted within the group, Grillo was not fully perceived
as ‘one of them’ by his friends. Perhaps the most significant example to illustrate this
point comes from his years at Dunbar. While Grillo claims for himself the ‘black
American’ label, once again, his peers do not seem to fully agree with him. Grillo
recounts a “dramatic” and “traumatic” incident when he and a group of friends are talking
in the hallway at school (67). During this light-hearted and filled-with-laughter
conversation, Grillo “blurted out ‘You Negroes!’ in a mock-deprecating manner.” He
continues to explain that, “Coming from anyone else in the group, this would have been
understood as the charade, played out almost daily by black people, of imitating white
people exclaiming in exasperation about black behavior. It is very common in-group
humor among blacks.” However, and much to his shock, his joke is not taken as a sign of
inclusivity but as a sign of non-belonging as “Jim [one of the classmates] … organized
the lynching party, drawing attention to my words as an indication that I really did not
consider myself black …To my complete surprise, Jim began recounting the incident and
raising the question regarding my identity as black” (67). Grillo fails to understand the
politics and the performance of racial identification: the way one identifies oneself is only
valid if recognized and accepted by the others based on the hegemonic discourse of
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socially constructed racial identities. While his friends are African American and,
therefore, unquestionably belong to the black community27 – a birth right of sorts, Grillo
has to prove his right to claim the black community as his own by his actions and words;
that is to say, he has to perform his blackness because his Cuban blackness is not valid in
the American context. Blackness equals African Americanness and as Grillo is not
African American, in order to achieve a sense of belonging, he must perform African
Americanness. In the following chapters, I will explore how Thomas and Santiago also
have to perform race while questioning the need for such performances. The phenotypical
features and the color of his skin are not enough; his Hispanic cultural heritage marks
him as an other. A false step on his part, like the one retold here, and his life is in danger.
Even though Grillo’s high school period is truncated by an episode of tuberculosis
that requires long term hospitalization, his connections at the “very center of black
American intellectual life” (73) continue and, after an informal gathering at the house of
a prestigious African American family, “Sister Madeline Sophie … awarded [him] a
four-year scholarship, covering tuition and all fees, and had given [him] a job to cover the
costs of room and board” at Xavier University in New Orleans (77). After years of
enjoying the (relative) freedoms of the North and the benefits of a highly acclaimed high
school education and an intellectual social circle, Grillo travels back to the South to start
a new chapter in his life, one in which the conflicted issues of racial identification still
take a toll on him.

It is important to keep in mind that in the American racial system ‘black’ and ‘African
American’ are considered interchangeable terms, if not by scholars and the academic
world, by the society at large, including African American communities themselves as
well as other minority groups.
27

122

In January of 1937, a young Grillo is once again confronted with the realities of a
segregated United States. Even though, as we have seen throughout this chapter, his own
ambivalent racial identification is matched up by the questioning perceptions of others
(mainly, the African American community as Grillo has little, if any, interaction with
other groups), the legal system in place simplifies all these complexities: in the US racial
paradigm, Grillo is black and, as such, must obey the rules that infringe on his human and
civil rights. Such is the case when he goes to the train station to embark on his journey to
New Orleans. There, a “white conductor, who, studiously and contemptuously avoiding
[his] gaze, directed [him] to the ‘Jim Crow’ car” (78). Grillo’s new reality quickly sets it.
The freedoms he enjoyed in the country’s capital city were coming to an end.
In comparison to the other sections in his memoir, in which Grillo abounds in
anecdotes and examples, his four years at Xavier only take up a few pages. Furthermore,
the retelling lacks details and verbatim conversations and implies a sense of negativity
but, perhaps more importantly, Grillo’s account avoids any instances of self-interrogation
or self-discovery. It is hard to believe that during these formative college years in the
South (and in the wake of World War II), he would not have had encounters, moments, or
experiences that challenge his incipient but still complicated racial self-identification as
black American while at a historically black college. However, none make it to the pages
of his memoir. He does mention, though, that he had “developed a reputation as a social
activist of sorts” but he also points out that this attitude and behavior caused him
problems with the college’s faculty and administration as they saw him “too blatant with
respect to racial pride” (88). To this criticism, he responds that he “had made it clear that
[he] was not subject to ‘de-Negrofication,’ a term that many will understand who have
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served on the margins of powerful white institutions. [He] reserved the right to ‘think
black,’ and to ‘feel black,’ on social issues, whatever the circumstances.” (88) Young
adult Evelio definitely takes a stand when confronted with a more conservative approach
to racial issues. The fact that he uses the term ‘de-Negrofication’ also underscores his
alliance to the African American community as he incorporates the lexicon of the black
intellectuals as his own. Yet, we must note that Xavier, as well as the other educational
institutions of which he has been a member, are administered and led by African
Americans so it is not quite clear what organizations and/or experiences he refers to when
he mentions “powerful white institutions.” This certainly appears to be another occasion
in which Grillo-the scholar takes control of the narrative to infuse it with his intellectual
observation. There is no question that members of the black diasporic community that
participated, in different roles and positions, within white institutions and moved within
the larger circles of society, including white circles, struggled with a process of ‘deNegrofication’ that demanded them to leave behind clear markers of their black heritage
in order to assimilate into a socially constructed ‘melting pot.’ However, Grillo’s lack of
shared experiences leave as wanting for how these organizations affected his time in New
Orleans.
His activism also prompts Grillo to join and actively participate in “The Southern
Negro Youth Congress, which many believed was a Communist-front organization” as it
“held its convention in New Orleans” (88). As a volunteer assistant/organizer, he had to
interact with other volunteers, of course. For the first time in his text, Grillo is forced to
interact with “white students from surrounding colleges, as well as white adults” (88).
Instead of welcoming the opportunity of interacting with a larger group of mixed races
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and with, potentially, similar interests, “[t]his completely new experience made [him]
apprehensive, for [he] knew instinctively that there was something amiss about a
situation in which white and blacks were working together closely and cooperatively, not
to mention that they were socializing” (89). A few lines later we understand that his
apprehension turns into disregard for the cause when one of the black leaders of the
Youth Congress defended the “no-strike pledge” announced by the “Seamen’s
International Union” as a response to the Soviet Union’s war declaration to Germany
(89). Grillo, who believed that a strike was indeed the most powerful tool in the fight for
black workers’ rights, was confused, astonished, and – most of all – disappointed that a
black peer would not put the interests of his own black community first and would side
with white America. Thus, he concluded that the Southern Negro Youth Congress was
indeed “a Communist front” (89). He begrudgingly finished his work as a volunteer but
did not participate in the organization any longer. His account of this time is filled with
regret: his involvement with the group caused him ostracization from his college social
circle (and the faculty) while not being a fruitful endeavor. It is worth mentioning here
that other than his dislike for Communism – which might have been based on the vantage
point of his college community – and the fact that he appears to connect Communism
with the workings of blacks and whites together, there is no other explanation given for
his uneasiness to working collaboratively with white Americans. Of course, as I have
mentioned before, the Jim Crow era laws demarcated and limited the interaction between
different racial groups but Grillo, throughout his memoir, does not tells us of any
interactions between himself and white Americans or, even, stories he could have heard
through the grapevine. In fact, the train conductor that took him from DC to New
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Orleans, who looked at Grillo disapprovingly but did not speak to him, is the only white
character we have met to this point in his work. This is a section in his text that could
have been expanded much more, allowing us to better understand the nuances of racial
interactions and the processes of identity building.
Grillo once again sees his education interrupted. This time, World War II is to
blame. This is the first time that Grillo becomes a member of a segregated institution- the
Army- that forces him to interact with white Americans, either as troop members (his
equals) or as his superiors. Quickly after he boarded the ship that would take him to
India, he realized that “the primary war for the black U.S. troops in World War II” was
“the war against segregation within the United States Army!” (93) The living conditions
aboard, similar to those on the campgrounds, were simply inhumane:
White troops had fresh watering for showering. Black troops had to shower with
sea water. White troops had the ample stern of the ship to lounge during the day.
Black troops were consigned to the narrow bow, so loaded with gear it was
difficult to find comfortable resting places. The sea sloshed over the bow
furiously in foul weather, so even that area was unavailable to us when the sea
thrashed.” (93)
Without a doubt, this description summarizes the experiences of many black troops
during the Second World War, during which they were expected to fight and defend a
country that did not consider them deserving of basic human rights and a humane
treatment. Amidst this unescapable reality, due both to its systemic nature and the
physical constrains of the boat, Grillo and others started having secret conversations in
which they “began to discuss ways of protesting the situation.” (94) Eventually, he wrote
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a petition, signed by all black troop members, in which they declared that their
“segregated condition underlay the insufferable injustices and indignities [they] faced.”
(98) Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, their petition was met with a short reply that
denied any forms of discrimination or preference to a certain group. Grillo confesses that,
“the rage in our faces spoke for us, sitting there in silence.” (100)
Unbeknownst to Grillo, the Santa Paula had India as its final destination. En
route, the crew made a stop in South Africa, quite an interesting location for our main
character given its own history of racial conflict. He admits not being interested in
visiting and lodging in this country because it “repressed blacks unmercifully.” The irony
that the American military units would accept “its hospitality” on their way to “fight
Hitler’s racism” did not escape Grillo either, although he falls short of mentioning the
irony of black American troops spread worldwide to “fight Hitler’s racism” when it ran
rampant in the United States. Moreover, his overall discomfort with the situation is
aggravated by the orders preventing them “contact with black South Africans” as it was
“‘an offense under South African law’” (103).
It is here in South Africa that Grillo explicitly verbalizes (for the first and only
time in his memoir) the determinism of the American racial paradigm and normative
discourse, which defines – at least on paper – every American’s racial identification.
After a brief meeting at a market, an East Indian man name Rajid invites Grillo to his
house for dinner. Once at the house, the conversation bears quickly to the topic that, most
probably, prompted the invitation: race. Grillo recounts the exchange verbatim:
At the first opening, Rajid asked me the question that I had anticipated: ‘How is it
that you are in the American Army?’
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‘I was born in America. I am an American.’
‘But why are you with the blacks?’
‘In America, anyone who has African blood is included in the black group. In
many parts of the country, blacks and whites are kept separate by law.’ (103, 104 italics
added)
Grillo tells us that in the South African social/racial schema, East Indians fall in
between the white/black binary and, thus, enjoy some “freedoms and opportunities” to
which black South Africans do not have access (104). Rajid’s questioning of Grillo’s
enlistment in a black troop responds to a different racial schema, to borrow Roth’s
concept, that allows for in-between categories. Granted, the third category that breaks the
binary is East Indian, a classification reserved for a racial minority that inserts itself in the
binary but does not dismantle it to transform it into a spectrum or continuum, such as the
paradigm that dominates the racial discourse in Latin America. Not all browns are shades
of black; Rajid’s situation in the United States would be different from Grillo’s as well
since the former would be certainly othered but not classified as black either. Had Rajid
had “African blood,” his situation in South Africa would also be different: he would be
the product of an illegal sexual encounter and his life would be marked by this intrinsic
illegality. The One-Drop Rule that Grillo references in this dialogue brings into
consideration two related concepts not mentioned, so far, in this chapter: Colorism and
Passing. Rajid’s surprise to see Grillo with the black soldiers is due to Grillo’s physical
appearance28. Grillo justifies Rajid’s confusion when he explains that his “combination of

Given the detailed transcript of the conversation in Rajid’s house, we can safely
assume that Grillo had not mentioned his Hispanic heritage previously.
28
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Spanish, African, and, perhaps, some residue of Carib Indian ancestries made [him] look
like [he] could have been from India” (103). Earlier in his memoir, he had already
mentioned that he “passed the brown bag paper test” (68). In South Africa, Grillo could,
potentially, pass as East Indian and, perhaps, that would grant him a few more
opportunities, albeit not the same recognition and liberties that white South Africans
enjoy. In the United States, his lighter skin color might place him on the more favorable
end of the Colorism spectrum but the segregationist laws and widespread social practices
still define him as a black man. His Hispanic heritage, though not discussed in this
passage, is not a legal determining factor: his black ancestry overpowers any other
backgrounds. His role and membership within the African American community, the
African diaspora, and his own self-identification process is absolutely mitigated by both
factors. However, to the white American society, as well as to other minority groups, this
is not a problematic issue: the only answer to this otherwise challenging and complicated
question is black.
Once in India, the treatment and living conditions of the black soldiers replicated
those on board the Santa Paula. Prolonged periods of service with no vacation time,
primitive and unsafe ways of traveling through the jungles, and sub-par living conditions
with very few resources for off-duty entertainment led Grillo and his peers to see
themselves as prisoners and not as members of the military forces. In fact, in the 2003
VOCES interview he concludes that, “We were just like slaves and slave masters,” a
statement that fully summarizes not only his experience but that of most black troops in
any armed conflict until after the Second World War. In the more than two years that
Grillo was stationed in India, he was able to move up ranks to eventually being put in
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charge of the entertainment and recreational programs, a job he thoroughly enjoyed. After
a party that turned rowdy, Grillo was submitted to his superior’s offices. Understandably,
he was worried and concerned about the repercussions this incident would have on the
troops, his job, and his military career. To his surprise, he was met with encouraging
words as he was praised for his brotherly yet prompt and professional resolution. The
sergeant’s words almost moved Grillo to tears but instead he left the office feeling
extremely proud of himself. He compliments himself by concluding that “This black
Cuban had done all right as a black American leader of men, and I was proud … I had
earned my little victory in India, in the jungle, where I won one small battle in our private
war against the most immediate enemy black soldiers faced in World War II, the status
quo in the United States Army” (129, italics added). Without discrediting his successful
control, which indeed deserved praise, of a disruptive situation that could have escalated
quickly, this “victory” seems quite a personal one as it was inconsequential to the dire
living and working conditions black troops had to endure during the war. Compared to
his participation in efforts such as the Southern Negro Youth Congress in New Orleans
and the formal written petition for basic human rights while onboard the Santa Paula –
albeit unsuccessful, this ‘pat on the back’ helps Grillo strengthen his ego29 and self-pride
rather than create significant change in the general treatment of the black members of the
military forces.
I would like to focus the attention to the first sentence of the quote above, as it is
pertinent to our discussion on Grillo’s complicated process of self-identification. Since
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Grillo himself has previously commented on his cockiness, an attribute highly
criticized by the nuns at Xavier University and which created problems among his peers
during college.
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his college days, Grillo has embedded himself in the African American community, both
by default and by choice: the former represented in his attending a black college as it
would have been impossible for him to attend a white college and the latter, illustrated by
his social activism. As I have made it clear before, his distancing from the Hispanic
community is presented in his memoir as an unpremeditated consequence of his moving
away from Florida. Once in Washington DC and New Orleans, Grillo does not seek to
join the Hispanic groups in these new locations In Black behind the Ears, Ginetta
Candelario’s ethnographical research confirms that US Afro-Latino groups tend to
interact more with the African American community if the latter has a large presence in a
particular city or region, as is the case in Washington DC and, more specifically, the area
near Howard University where Grillo was living with his brother. Even though he does
not openly disclose the reasons, he does comment on different factors that explain this
situation. First of all, and as mentioned earlier, his Tampa Math teacher networked Grillo
with some of the most prominent African American families in the United States capital.
The student body and faculty of his high school was also formed by mostly African
Americans and the children of black diplomats so Grillo did not have the advantages of a
diverse community. His attendance to a historically black college in a city where the
Hispanic population might not have been as present as in Florida also played a significant
role. Secondly, even though Ybor City counted with a large Hispanic population, in fact
it consisted of a large Cuban population as not many other Latin American groups lived
in this area at this time. Dworkin y Méndez goes as far as to conclude that, “Cuban
culture would end up being the de facto cultura franca” (“Latin Place” 125, italics
original) in Southern Florida during Grillo’s time in this state. This is relevant because

131

Grillo points out that Cubans from Tampa tended to move to New York City; he never
mentions a large community of Cubans and/or Cuban Americans in Washington DC. His
unfamiliarity with the larger, broader Hispanic community might have influenced his
decision to live in the African American neighborhood near Howard University rather
than living in the Latin American neighborhoods in the city. These first two explanations
are mostly determined by external and concrete factors. Meanwhile, this third reason
brings to the foreground our ongoing debate on nation building based on a racial binary
system. Grillo eloquently summarizes this issue by claiming that, “Our choices became
clear: to swim in black American society or drown in the Latin ghettoes … never to be an
integral part of American life … Integration presented us with simple options: join the
black American society, with its rich roots deep in this country, or have no American
roots at all” (12). As Grillo understands it the only way to become part of the American
society at large is by joining the African American community; being black dismantles
the possibility of ever joining the white society (an aspiration towards which white
Cubans as well as other white immigrant groups can work). As the American society is
founded and grounded on these two groups, Hispanics cannot be a third group that
disrupts the binary. If they cannot assimilate to either end of the spectrum (and we know
that only a few will be allowed to join the white community), they are pushed into the
category of ‘Other,’ a blurry classification that only seems to exist on paper. In real life,
Hispanics, as well as other ethnic minorities such as Asian Americans and Native
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Americans, occupy a subordinate position in an American society that still constructs
itself based on the white/black binary30.
Keeping in mind these explanations as his rationale, Grillo almost convinces us
that he has finally decided on “black American” (again, understood as African American)
as his racial self-identification. However, a close reading of the emphasized terms in the
quote above underscores the impossibility of such a conclusion. The key word is “as,”
which connotes a comparison but also a performance. In other words, Grillo can, and is,
perceived and treated as an African American (particularly by whites in the military or
African Americans in the military and at college; it would be interesting to see how other
black, as well as white, Hispanics would perceive him) and, at times, Grillo himself (as in
the quote above) labels himself as an African American but the connector ‘as’ implies the
idea of acting in the role of someone else. Grillo is not black American but he behaves
and is perceived as one. “This black Cuban,” he says, asserting his understanding of his
own racial identity.
After having completed his service in India, Grillo returns to the United States to
attend graduate school in New York City (Columbia University), where he receives a
Master’s Degree in Latin America History. In 1949, he decides to move to Oakland,
California to work as “director of the Alexander Community Center, a part of the
recreation department of the City of Oakland” (130). He sees this job as an opportunity to
put his “uncommon background to good use by serving as a link between black and
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It will be interesting to see if the current (Hispanics replacing blacks as the largest
minority) and future demographic changes (predictions that Hispanics will actually take
the lead as the majority) derive in changes in the racial/social systems in the United
States.
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Spanish-speaking people, and in Oakland [he] found [himself] in the middle of a mix of
Mexican-Americans and black Americans living in one of the poorest neighborhoods of a
thriving city” (130). While in this position, he continues his education, obtaining another
Master’s Degree, this time in Social Welfare from the University of California, Berkeley
in 1953 (131). In the last pages of his memoir, Grillo highlights his active participation in
the Oakland local politics and his involvement with non-profit organizations for the
betterment of social problems pertinent to local demographics but also at national scale.
However, he does not include any details, anecdotes, or experiences from the many years
in California. He simply summarizes his accomplishments and accolades, emphasizing
his life of service for the minority communities.
Evelio Grillo, in his memoir Black Cuban, Black American, has taken us in his
coming-of-age journey from his childhood days in Tampa to his retirement days in
Oakland. In between these two end-points, we travelled to Washington DC, New Orleans,
India, and New York City. Compared to the other memoirs analyzed in this project (and
particularly Thomas’s), Grillo does not openly and/or explicitly question his racial
identity. Thomas, for example, will have heated debates on this topic, allowing us to
witness the complex thoughts that overwhelm him. Nonetheless, Grillo’s work also gives
us insight on the complexities of racial identity construction when the individual does not
clearly match the pre-existing categories determined by a normative discourse based on a
racial binary that either excludes many minority groups or forces the majority of the
population into a racial status that prevents it from or limits its freedoms. The Jim Crow
era of segregation is long over and yet, every day, we see black communities, as well as

134

other minority groups, having to fight for fair and equal treatment. Institutional
segregation is illegal but systemic discrimination is still very present.
As the title of his memoir makes it clear, Grillo is wedged between two racial
labels that seem mutually exclusive. Yet, they both have a common denominator: black.
Do these two black mean the same? Do they refer to the same ideas and concepts?
According to López, “In a 2007 conversation that I had … with him … Grillo remarked
to me, apropos of his book title, ‘It pleases me that I have to write the word black twice,’
a self-reflective comment, … channeling a special insight: that the multiple ‘blacks’ of
the title, neither interchangeable nor unrelated, hint at the social collaboration between
Afro-Latinas/os and African-Americans” (215, italics original). I do agree with López
that the two ‘blacks’ are not “interchangeable” or “unrelated.” However, I would like to
argue that the double use of this term goes further than a demonstration of external
influences as López’s argue. The doubling of the term mimics the external expression of
an internal duality – or double consciousness, as W.E.B. Du Bois understands is – that
cannot be resolved for the exact reasons that he presents. They are connected, of course,
but they are not replaceable. Instead, they are complimentary to each other; they are both
needed to form the whole. The African Americanization, to borrow López’s term, does
not – and cannot – replace the afrolatinidad already present in Grillo as the former is a
process while the latter is a form of being. However, if we understand the idea of identity
construction as a form of becoming, we can bring these two concepts together as
supplementary of each other.
There is another issue that hides behind the repetition of the word ‘black’ and to
which I have hinted before. Our understanding of this word depends on our vantage
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point, and this one relies on our preconceived notions of race, which in turn, respond to a
hegemonic discourse that structures the world-system in order to maintain
power/knowledge in the hands of a (white) elite, maintaining the status quo under a
ruling coloniality of power understood as the adjudications of small portions of power to
small and select different groups of marginalized peoples with the goal of keeping a
colonial pyramidal social structure in place; Bonilla-Silva would identify these selected
few as ‘honorary whites.’ It proves useful to bring into our conversation Saussure’s
concept of sign and its two interdependent parts: signifier and signified. As a “social
institution” (60), language does not work in a vacuum nor does it stem from empty
words. Instead of using the term ‘word’ for the linguistic unit, Saussure prefers the term
sign, defined as a “double entity … formed by the associating of two terms:” signifier and
signified. These two parts of the whole – like two sides of a coin – do not connect a
“thing and a name” but a “concept and a sound-image. The latter is … the psychological
imprint of the sound, the impression it makes on our senses” (61). Keeping this concept
in mind, I would like to revisit the sign black as it is used in this memoir’s title: Is the
same sign repeated twice or does the title include two signs for the relationships between
signifier/signified are different for each use? I argue that they are indeed distinct for each
use brings forward a unique ‘psychological imprint’ that corresponds to a specific
‘concept.’ This distinction is due to the two parallel racial paradigms that come to an
intersection with the US Afro-Latino community. In the United States, black signifies
African American and as a sign, it does not allow a more comprehensive concept to
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correspond to that sound-image. Other African and African- descendent communities31
must be designated with different signs since black does not extend itself to include them.
On the other hand, black in Latin America and the Hispanic communities in the United
States refers to a more flexible and porous, albeit less definite signified, which causes its
own problems and complexities. Depending on the model of nation-building32 put into
place by the elites in power during the Independence Movements of the nineteenth
century and hold into place by the elites in power today, societies have come to associate
different concepts with the sound-image black. Therefore, the use of this linguistic unit is
frequently mediated by other linguistic units in order to funnel the many possible
meanings. Grillo himself provides us with an example when he recalls how black Cubans
can be ‘negro negro’ or ‘negro blanco’ depending on social class33. A possible solution
for this dilemma could be a revised version of the sign black in the United States to
expand it to a diasporic term so that African-descendent communities can be included,
with their own specificities, into a larger group for the benefit of all parties involved. This
new diasporic black should be flexible enough to understand the nuances of each ethnic
group as well as their cultural uniqueness but strong enough to underscore the
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Research shows that many of these communities prefer to be identified not by black
but by other (hyphenated) sign given the negative connotations associated with the sign
black/African American.
32
Models such as racial democracy, mestizaje, or blanqueamiento, for example.
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In future research, I would like to explore how Spanish itself complicates this notion
even further by providing us with two words (negro and moreno) that only accept one
translation into English: black. In the Introduction, I have mentioned that López does
study examples in which moreno has been used in opposition to negro in order to
distinguish African Americans from Afro-Latinos/Afro-Latin Americans. I am certain
that there is much space for further exploration of this topic.
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commonalities among the many African diasporic communities throughout the world,
and in the United States in particular.
In conclusion, a critical analysis of Grillo’s Black Cuban, Black American permits
us to frame our conversation on the construction of racial identities when the available
racial paradigms do not provide space for in-betweenness. The duality of the title, the
acculturation to a group that only partially accepts him, the struggles to maintain a
connection to his Hispanic roots, and his conclusion that to belong in the United States he
must assimilate to the African American community even if he does not fully identify
with it are all examples of the complex and challenging process of racial (self-)
identification through which Evelio Grillo goes throughout his life. All of these issues
are, of course, mediated by the always already there normative discourse on race luring in
the back. As we see throughout the memoir, conclusive answers seem allusive to Grillo,
who pivots back and forth between his place in the African American community and his
cultural identification with the Hispanic community. In the already cited interview, Grillo
claims that hybridity defines him. However, I strongly believe that the double blackness
of the title is a more accurate description. Until black, in the United States, can be
understood as a more inclusive sign – not limited to African Americans and their cultural
production but to African-descendants and their cultural production in the United States –
Grillo will find himself oscillating between the two terms, in the space represented by the
comma in his title – the place in-between that demands to be recognized.
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CHAPTER 3
ISSUES OF IDENTITY AND BELONGING NEGOTIATED THROUGH
RACE AND MASCULINITY IN PIRI THOMAS’ DOWN THESE MEAN
STREETS
“I’m a skinny, dark-faced, curly-haired, intense Porty-Ree-can – Unsatisfied, hoping, and
always reaching.” – Down These Mean Streets, Prologue
In this chapter I will critically analyze the identity formation process that the
autobiographical character Piri Thomas experiences in, mostly, the New York City area,
in the middle of the twentieth century, as told by Thomas himself in his memoir Down
These Mean Streets. Piri,34 of Puerto Rican and Cuban parents but born in continental
United States, struggles from childhood to adulthood to find his place in the always
already there social constructions of race and identity. He questions these impositions by
insightful and retrospective observations and loud and angry discussions with friends and
family. But he takes a step further: he also tests these constructs by concrete and
purposefully orchestrated events. However, he eventually comes to understand that there
is little room for change: while his inner struggles are grounded on his in-between
position, society has already pre-determined his label; a label that unavoidable as it is,
ostracizes him from different groups around him. Piri, and Piri Thomas as well, stand in
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To avoid misunderstandings between the author and the autobiographical character, I
will refer to the former by either the full name (Piri Thomas) or the last name (Thomas)
and the latter by the first name (Piri).
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between a label that denotes nationality, Puerto Rican, but that in itself hides a socially
constructed understanding of race that does not apply in the United States, and a label
that marks race over anything else, black, but that in itself does not include the Hispanic
cultural background with which the main character and the author identify. While the
process of self-identification allows for questioning and critique, the normative discourse
imposed by the white American society, and perpetuated via institutional and social
discrimination, has already determined that Piri, and Piri Thomas, are, indeed, black.
Piri Thomas was born in New York City in 1928. He was the oldest of seven
siblings, all of which had lighter skin tones like their white Puerto Rican mother.
Thomas, on the other hand, was dark-skinned as his Cuban father. This difference in
physical appearance, and the friction it caused within the family circle, would prove
pivotal in his quest for his own racial identity. As we will see in the close reading of his
memoir, issues of race mark Thomas’ life from an early age, so much so that by his midteenage years he has already moved out of his family house in Long Island and was
living, mostly, on the streets in Spanish Harlem. To make ends meet, he became involved
in petty crimes and drug selling and consumption. Eventually, this lifestyle led him to
being imprisoned for seven years for having shot a police officer after a robbery at a night
club goes wrong. Thomas himself has mentioned how influential these years have been in
his adult life, allowing him to make a complete turn from a life marked by crime to one
focused on service. While in jail, he started writing as a coping mechanism. In an
interview, he confesses that he “was determined not ‘to serve time,’ but rather to make
time serve [him], to educate [his] mind” (Cintrón, 264). By the time he was free (1957),
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he had a manuscript35 of what was to become this memoir, even though he did not
publish it until 1967. Down These Mean Streets is not his only work, though. He also
published two autobiographical novels (Savior, Savior, Hold my Hand – 1972 and Seven
Long Times – 1974) as well as a collection of short stories (Stories from El Barrio –
1980). Furthermore, he became a central figure of the Harlem Writers’ Guild and actively
participated in the Nuyorican Poets Café in the early nineteen seventies. After having
moved to the Bay Area in California, he continued to perform at spoken-word events
while mostly working for organizations that help rehabilitate drug addicts and exprisoners. Thomas passed away in 2011.36
A note on the memoir and some of its characters: In an interview, Thomas asserts
that “there is nothing in Down These Mean Streets that didn’t happen to me” (Greenberg)
but he also admits to have taken poetic liberties to embellish some incidents and
anecdotes and to have combined characters. For example, the ‘bus anecdote’ when Brew
and Piri start their travels to the South is retold differently in the memoir and in several
interviews (I will analyze those differences later in the chapter). In general, there are few
main characters in this text and all of them seem to serve a purpose in the narrative: they
force/motivate/allow Piri (and Thomas) to question his issues regarding identity, almost
as if they were doublings of Piri (and Thomas) himself or personifications of his inner
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The manuscript was originally titled Home Sweet Harlem. It was destroyed in a
domestic incident after his release from prison. In several sources, Thomas explains he
had to re-write the whole manuscript, explaining the delay in publication (Stavans).
36
The biographical information included here has been taken from several sources,
including Greenberg, McGill, Stavans, and Cintrón. Please see the References section for
complete citations.
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struggles.37 Three main characters deserve to be mentioned here: Pops, Piri’s father, is an
essential presence in the memoir as a counter-figure to Piri but also as a projection of
what Piri could potentially become if it were not for his self-discovery journey of racial
awareness. Brew is one of Piri’s closest friends and a constant figure in the first part of
the narrative. Brew, who is an African American from the South, is a pivotal character as
he is the one that pushes, both by their conversations and by his mere presence, to such
an uncomfortable place that Piri must but rethink his beliefs on race, racial dynamics, and
his own participation in a discriminatory society. Brew accompanies Piri in his journey
down south with the Merchant Marines. However, at some point during the journey,
Brew disappears. In an interview, Thomas first explains that he put “the character of
Brew … together from the real Brew and from another [friend]” since “they were so
alike, they were like twins” (Greenberg). The construction of this character from two
different people reinforces the idea that Thomas’ characters have a specific purpose in his
narrative and that to serve this role, in his authorial power, Thomas will combine several
people from his real-life experiences. In the same interview, Thomas also shares that the
real Brew indeed “disappeared” and that he has not seen him not heard from him since
their days in New Orleans. Finally, Gerald Andrew West, a “tan-colored and not really
very negroid-looking” (Down, 170) student at the University of Pennsylvania, is a
character that appears only once in the memoir yet he is quite significant as he represents
another opposing side to Piri’s ideas on race. He is in Virginia to study the “problem of
the southern Negro” (171) in order to write a book. Gerald also wants to test and disrupt

37

A psychoanalytical approach has been used to study this text, particularly by Arnaldo
Cruz-Malave on the issue of melancholia. However, I believe that more research could be
done to further study plot and character development from this theoretical approach.
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the racial binary that pre-determines racial labels with no space for flexibility. In his
opinion, one drop of white blood should also make you white if one drop of black blood
makes you black. Of course, that would demand a whole change in racial paradigms that
does not seem possible in mid-twentieth century and before the Civil Rights Movement.
As we see here, these three men can be read as folds for Piri’s (and Thomas’)
understandings and approaches to race consciousness and (self)-identification.
Even in the one-page prologue, Thomas presents the reader with the themes that
are going to become central to his experience, and therefore, his memoir. New York City,
and Harlem in particular, is not only a background to his story but also an important
character in his coming of age journey. Anger is also key, as he will express this kind of
feeling towards his family, his surroundings, and society in general. As he stands on a
building rooftop in the middle of the night and as he describes his neighborhood “[w]ith
its thousands of lights, hundreds of millions of colors, mingling with noises … Sounds of
joys and sobs that make music,” (ix) he gives us his first confession – the first insight to
his internal and constant struggles. He reveals that, “I got a feeling of aloneness and
bitterness that’s growing and growing/ Day by day into some kind of hate without un
nombre” (x, italics originals). The sensorial description of Harlem mirrors his mother’s
pictorial description of Puerto Rico later in the memoir. The aloneness he points out here
signals to the ostracization he feels within the private sphere of the family life and the
public sphere of society, which lead him to act and react in anger in both circles. To what
kind of hate is he referring? What kind of hate does not have a name? Is it a hate that is
unnamed or one that cannot be named? And if so, why? This is a hate embedded in racial
issues that place Piri, and Thomas, in the middle of a sea of ambiguity, discrimination,
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and rejection. Racial issues that posit both of them in a place of in-betweenness between
different racial paradigms, forcing both of them to deeply explore the constructs of (self)identification while also causing them to feel like isolated outsiders in their own
home(s).
Race and racial labelling, gender, and identity are going to be the underlying
forces behind the main events in Thomas’ life. While in this prologue he asserts that he is
a “dark-faced, curly-haired, intense Porty-Ree-can,” (x) this memoir is a testimony to his
quest for a more comprehensive understanding of race relations in the United States on
one level, and a deeper understanding of his own positioning within those relationships. I
will also study how these relations and positions are always mediated by gender roles and
performance as well. He struggles to find his own identity, but he struggles even more
with how he is perceived by different groups based on his skin color and/or origin. As I
have discussed in Grillo’s chapter and will discuss in Santiago’s chapter next, the concept
of “perceptual dissonance,” understood as “the incongruity between how he [Piri,
Thomas] identifies himself (as Puerto Rican) and what others perceive him to be (a black
man)” (Torres-Padilla and Rivera, 9), is central to the study of these autobiographical
narratives. There is no doubt that Piri, and Thomas, sees himself differently from the
othering gaze imposed on him by the normative discourse on race. This memoir is a
narrative of (self-)discovery and (self-)understanding of the reasons why Piri (and
Thomas) insists on claiming the Puerto Rican label as his own and why that claim is
impossible in the socially constructed white/black dichotomy that is the prevalent racial
schema of the United States.
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Piri’s concerns with the concept of belonging are clearly marked from the very
beginning of the memoir and will only deepen throughout the text. The first circle from
which Piri feels isolated is his family. As he lets us know in the epilogue to the first
chapter, his relationship with his father is far from ideal. He wonders, “Pops38, how come
me and you is always on the outs? Is it something we don’t know nothing about? I
wonder if it’s something I done, or something I am” (22, italics original). In the first few
chapters, while Piri is still an adolescent living in the family home, we get glimpses of the
family dynamics. Piri’s mother is a loving and caring woman who takes care of her
children and husband. She seems to intervene in her children’s quarrels and problems,
always trying to be fair and not showing any favoritism. We do not hear her voice much
throughout the text, unfortunately. Even when talking about Puerto Rico, her native land,
we hear her voice through Piri’s words. He tells us that, "Momma talked about Puerto
Rico and how great it was, and how she’d like to go back one day, and how it was warm
all the time there and no matter how poor you were over there, you could always live on
green bananas, bacalao, and rice and beans. ‘Dios mío,’ she said, ‘I don’t think I’ll ever
see my island again’”39 (9, italics original). We can clearly see in this passage a sense of
nostalgia for the homeland, a homeland that was protective and providing. Nostalgia is
mixed with longing for a return and the awareness that the return is impossible.
Warmth and cuisine are not the only elements that Moms40 misses from the
island, though. Perhaps more importantly, she misses the sense of community and

Pops, and some times Poppa, are the names given to Thomas’ father in the memoir.
Even though in the last part of this quote we do hear Moms’ own words, I think it is
important to point out that those words are still embedded in a reported speech format
rather than in a stand-alone sentence. Piri’s voice is still at the forefront here.
40
This is the name Thomas’ mother receives in the memoir.
38
39
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fraternity. She states that, “[I]n Puerto Rico those around you share la pobreza with you
and they love you, because only poor people can understand poor people. I like los
Estados Unidos, but it’s sometimes a cold place to live – not because of the winter and
the landlord not giving heat but because of the snow in the hearts of the people” (10,
italics original). There is a harsh social critique in this passage. Moms’ observation
highlights the individualistic attitude that is as the core of Americans (or, at least, from
her experiences in New York City specifically), the snow in their hearts does not allow
them to be sympathetic and/or understanding towards others and thus, they do not reach
out to help one another. By contrast, in Puerto Rico, poverty acts as a common thread
bringing a community together. This description of the island follows suit with mainland
Puerto Rican literature of mid-twentieth century that “created myths of a lost island Eden,
uncritically idealizing Puerto Rican culture as an assertion of national and cultural pride”
(Augenbraum, 140). This pride, grounded on another myth of racial democracy, is
extremely influential in creating a strong Puerto Rican ethnic identity, which will prove
problematic once Puerto Ricans move to the United States.
Although these are the only passages in the memoir in which Moms makes a
reference to the island, one comment made by Piri suggests that Moms expresses these
feelings towards the island quite often. He says, “Moms copped that wet-eyed look and
began to dream-talk about her isla verde, Moses’ land of milk and honey” (9). Piri’s use
of the expression ‘copped that wet-eyed look’ (italics added) signals that this is a look he
is very familiar with, a look that he easily identifies. Besides, keeping the reference to
Puerto Rico in Spanish (‘isla verde’) makes us think that that is a phrase that Moms uses
as she tends to speak in Spanish most of the time. The ‘wet-eyed look,’ the ‘isla verde,’
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and the ‘Moses’ land of milk and honey,’ all underscore the feelings of nostalgia for a
homeland that provides in contrast to New York City, where the cold, the color grey, and
the want for basic necessities prevail. Even though Thomas does not emphasize Moms’s
nostalgia for Puerto Rico often throughout the memoir, he does bring this topic once
more right before he is moving out of his family house in Long Island to move back, by
himself, to Spanish Harlem. As he is saying goodbye to his mother and asking for her
blessing, Piri tells her that “‘with all your green trees [Long Island] ain’t nuttin’ like your
Puerto Rico.’” (91) Thomas makes use of similar imagery (this time the trees, rather than
the whole island, are green) to remind Moms that this new island, even with its greenery,
cannot replace the original homeland, that land Moms not only holds near to her heart but
also pictures it in idealistic terms: the home to which one cannot return. And according to
Thomas, one cannot recreate either.
We have little information regarding Piri’s father. We know that he is from Cuba
and that, given the Great Depression (Thomas’s memoir opens in or around 1940),41 he
struggles to find and keep a full-time, well-paying job. This economic uncertainty puts a
significant strain in the family relationships, as well as in the couple’s relationship, so
much so that Pops threatens with leaving the household at one point. In an interview with
Ilan Stavans, Thomas adds to this picture of dire conditions by explaining that, “[his]
mother … used to work in the sweat shops but she also used to bring home work from the
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There really are no exact dates in the memoir so the timeline I try to create is
comprehensive and concrete as possible by using indirect time references in the text itself
and from external sources (mainly interviews) but even then, dates are conflicting: In one
source his mother’s death happened when Thomas was fifteen though according to
another source, Thomas was seventeen, for example. There are discrepancies with the
year he regained freedom after been incarcerated as well.
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job and work until two or three o’clock in the morning because there was no work for my
father” (348). This comment highlights the reversal in traditional gender roles which
prescribe the male figure to be the main provider. The family dynamics are more unstable
once male adults who want to conform to traditional male roles are unable to do so.
Torres, Solberg, et al. point out that “Changing socioeconomic conditions and labor
market conditions among Latinos in the United States … indicate that Latino men are
often confronted with the male gender role demands of the dominant culture yet are
denied economic and political access to its resources” (167). The scholars make an
important argument: traditional male gender roles both in the United States and in Latin
America posit men as the provider. Latino men in the host country want to fulfill that role
to satisfy expectations from both paradigms yet the socioeconomic and political realities
in the United States prevent them from doing so, with important consequences for men
and their families. As Torres explains, “The mainland’s societal criteria for ‘manhood’
intensify for Puerto Rican men the psychological stress and role strains stemming from
immigration, acculturation, racism, and poverty … these men … experience a form of
psychological emasculation stemming from fear of not being able to live up to the male
role (Doyle, 1983)” (20). In different instances analyzed in this chapter, Pops does show
signs of stress over his ability to assert his male gender role in a society that belittles him
racially. When Pops eventually does lose his job with the WPA (Works Progress/Projects
Administration), Moms is forced to go to the “Home Relief Office” (42) and ask for help.
We learn about this event because Moms has to take Piri to translate for her, a
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commonality42 from his comment that, “It seemed that every mother had brought a kid to
interpret for her” (42). Even though Thomas does not elaborate on this comment, Piri’s
observation is charged with meaning. First, it is a mothers’ job to go to the welfare
offices to ask for economic relief. Secondly, needing their kids to translate for them is a
clear sign of their lack of English skills, highlighting their status as immigrants, as
foreigners, as outsiders. Even though Pops ultimately does not leave the family
household, he is forced to move the family from apartment to apartment, from
neighborhood to neighborhood. This instability creates a sense of homelessness for Piri,
not in the literal sense, i.e. not having a roof over his head, but in a more abstract sense:
his lack of a stable home translates into a lack of a place to set up roots, a place to belong.
However, it is indeed this lack that forces him to reconsider his understanding of race,
race relations, and labelling.
Piri’s questioning of his place in the world begins with a questioning of his place
in his own family. Although Thomas presents Piri’s relationship with his mother as
loving, supportive, and healthy and Moms herself as not making “a mountain of fever”
(145) over race, critics have pointed out that she had indeed internalized a racial
discourse, common around Latinos, that place hierarchical value over skin tones and,
thus, racial constructions. Moms calls Piri ‘Negrito,’ as a term of endearment, adding the
Spanish diminutive suffix to emphasize a connotation of love rather than insult.43 Piri
never seems to take his racially-grounded nickname in a negative way, even though all
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Esmeralda Santiago also shares a similar experience in her memoir, as it will be studied
in the next chapter.
43
Perhaps it is important to keep in mind that the Spanish pronunciation of the word
negro is different from the English pronunciation of Negro.
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the other siblings are called only by their names in the memoir. Yet, by looking at the
larger context of some instances when Moms addresses Piri by his nickname, we can
notice the racially charged discourse that lies behind the surface. Not long after the
beginning of the memoir, when Piri is roughly fourteen years old, he comes home from
having been outside playing sports. Piri acts funny and silly to provoke his mother’s
laughter. Her response is, “What a funny morenito,” (18, italics original) as they both
laugh together. After another facetious comment by Piri, his mother sighs, “Ai, qué
negrito” (19, italics original). So far, these asides can be taken as innocent, playful
responses as neither of them seem to take them pejoratively. A few lines later, though, a
new comment by Moms makes us stop and reconsider. After Piri concludes that his
mother will always love him, “clean or dirty, white or black, pretty or ugly,” Moms
agrees by saying that, “I have to love you because only a mother could love you, un
negrito and ugly” (19, italics original). Here she does not equal blackness with ugliness
but she does include both as negative characteristics that prevent people from being loved
other than by their own parents (almost as if they did not have another choice in their
roles as parents).
Piri’s relationship with his father is marked by either absence or confrontation,
but not by a happy medium. Scholars have argued that a lack of a healthy relationship
with his father can be a factor in Piri’s ideas of masculinity and gender performance.
Medina-Rivera argues that, “La ausencia del padre o el distanciamiento entre padre e hijo
… y la carencia de un mentor que ocupe dicho lugar, nos conecta con la imagen del
hombre herido del que nos habla Hicks: ‘It is as if for several generations men have not
had fathers and mentors in their lives to teach them how to handle woundedness’ (99).
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Las heridas que marcan el devenir sicológico del varón tienen, hasta cierto punto, su
origen en este distanciamiento de la figura paterna” (904). Piri longs for his father’s love,
attention, support, and mentorship. However, his father is unable to provide them to his
eldest son, partly, as Piri wonders in the next cited quote, because the offspring is a
constant reminder of a reality that Pops is eager to ignore. As a continuation of the quote
in the epilogue of this chapter, Piri gives us the reason why he thinks his father is always
angry at him. Piri wonders, “Or maybe it’s ‘cause I’m the darkest in this family” (22,
italics original). Piri’s father is black and Piri’s mother is white (in the Hispanic sense of
whiteness: she is probably of Spanish ancestry and presents white-like physical
characteristics; that is not enough to classify her as white in the American sense of the
word, though); their kids are different shades but, according to Piri, all the children could
‘pass’ except for him. Rodríguez de Laguna confirms Piri’s suspicions: “It is precisely in
the home – the family space par excellence at the core of the Hispanic culture and values
– where Piri ironically initially encounters loneliness, rejection, and invisibility. He is de
darkest of all siblings, and because of his color he is the target of his black father’s cold
treatment and resentment” (23). He is not only the darkest in the family but also,
according to himself, the one with the most prominent African features. He confesses
that, “I wondered if it was too mean to hate your brothers a little for looking white like
Momma. I felt my hair – thick, black and wiry. Mentally I compared my hair with my
brothers’ hair. … I felt my nose. ‘Shit, it ain’t so flat,’ I said aloud. But mentally I
measured it against my brothers’, whose noses were sharp, straight, and placed neat-like
in the middle of their paddy fair faces” (121). Piri focuses his personal description in the
two most significant features to mark African heritage: the hair and the nose. The
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adjectives he chooses are those that have been traditionally and pejoratively associated
with African features: his hair is not curly buy thick and wiry; his nose is flat, especially
when compared to his brothers’ noses. Furthermore, he makes a point of mentioning that
his brothers have ‘paddy44 fair faces,’ that is to say, light or white skin tones,
emphasizing the fact that he does not.
This feeling of isolation from his family runs deep within Piri; he really feels like
an outsider in his own family. His confession continues as he shares that, “Why did this
have to happen to me? Why couldn’t I be born like them? I asked myself. I felt sort of
chicken-shit thinking like that. I felt shame creep into me. It wasn’t right to be ashamed
of what one was. It was like hating Momma for the color she was and Poppa for the color
he wasn’t” (121). As Karakayali explains, “The primary desire of marginal ‘personality
types’ like the children of immigrants, Stonequist (1937) suggests, is to be accepted into
the majority. If they fail in their attempt, then they might adapt a reactionary attitude”
(336). The first “majority” of which Piri would like to be part is his family and, yet, that
is not possible. In this passage, we can perceive the sadness, frustration, and anger he
feels for being different. If we read between the lines, the first question in this quote is
indeed a wish to be like his brothers, to not be himself anymore. Had he been born white,
he assumes, he would not only fit right in with his brothers but, more importantly, he
would have a much better relationship with his father. Piri assumes that part of the
conflict he has with his father is based on a racial tension that the father has not been able
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Paddy is a term that during this time period was used to refer to white people with Irish
heritage, regardless of whether they had been born in the United States or had migrated to
this country. However, Thomas does not seem to make this distinction as throughout the
memoir, he uses the term ‘paddy’ to refer to any white person.
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to work out for himself. Piri let us know his opinion of his father as he is having a
conversation with his close friend Brew, who is afraid that Piri is becoming a “colored
man with a paddy heart” (125). Piri, however, thinks about his father after this comment:
in his mind, his father acts as if he were white, ignoring the fact that he is indeed, black.
After a big family fight, prompted by Piri’s desires to go to the South and ignited by a
heated discussion on racial problems among siblings, Piri’s father gathers up the courage
to confess his most private thoughts. He begins by telling Piri, “I don’t like feeling to be a
black man. Can you understand it’s a pride to me being a Puerto Rican?” to which Piri
retorts, “What kind, Poppa, black or white?” (150). A bit later in the same scene, Pops
allows deeper feelings to come to the surface:
‘I ain’t got one colored friend’ … ‘at least not one American Negro friend. Only
dark ones I got are Puerto Ricans or Cubans. I’m not a stupid man. I saw the look
of white people on me when I was a young man, when I walked into a place
where a dark skin wasn’t supposed to be. I noticed a cold rejection turned into an
indifferent acceptance when they heard my exaggerated accent. I can remember
the time when I made my accent heavier, to make me more of a Puerto Rican than
the most Puerto Rican there ever was. I wanted value on me son. … I’d say ‘My
father was so proud to be an American that he named all of his children with fine
American names.’ God, I felt like a puta every time. A damn nothing. … even
said I had Indian blood in me’ (153)
Family dynamics, racial tensions, and even issues of masculinity are all
interconnected here, as a microcosm of the outside macrocosms in which these social
constructions are all tangled. The fact that it marks a critical change in Piri’s relationship
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with his family is of paramount importance but the underlying racial tensions that come
to the surface, particularly for Piri’s father cannot be ignored. Piri was right to assume
that his father has his own unresolved issues regarding his race and the racial dynamics of
a country that forces him into a racial category to which he believes he does not belong,
and to which he does not want to belong. In a highly cited article, Sánchez brings
together race and gender to analyze part of this exchange. She explains the connection
between these two constructs as a “male displacement of racial anxiety to femaleness,
specifically to the female body as done to” (122). I will borrow this idea to study other
instances in the memoir but Sánchez herself expands her concept for the situation at
hand. She states that, “When society ascribed ‘Negro’ status to him [Piri’s father], he felt
injured … Poppa displaces his anxieties about being racialized and contains them in a
sexual simile” (122). Piri’s father does not only femininize himself but he also objectifies
himself by comparing himself to a “female body” that is “done to.” Sánchez adds that,
“As a Puerto Rican in the market of the United States race relations, he feels devoid of
exchange value” (122). Even though she does not make an explicit connection, it is
impossible not to associate Sánchez’ wording with Luce Irigaray’s essay “Women on the
Market.” According to the latter, women’s value depends on the transactions among men;
the former are the object given value only by the latter, the subject (799). Irigaray states
that, “The commodity, like the sign, … its value, its truth lies in the social element. …
Participation in society requires that the body submit itself to specularization, a
speculation, that transforms it into a value-bearing object” (804). In his objectified
position as a ‘puta,’ Piri’s father loses his value in society. His comment brings to the
foreground an important addition to Irigaray’s argument: Value transactions are not

154

performed by males; they are performed by white males. Racialized males, such as Piri’s
father (and Piri and Thomas as well), are also a commodity (just as women are) that hold
value only in as far as they are useful to hegemonic social dynamics put in place by these
same white men.
Returning to the discussion on racial tensions between father and son, this last
conversation between them can be understood as the answer to Piri’s original question,
“how come me and you is always on the outs? Is it something we don’t know nothing
about? I wonder if it’s something I done, or something I am” (22). It is not about who Piri
is or what he has done. His father’s distancing from and rejection of Piri is due to his own
struggles and insecurities about who he is and what he has done. Piri, due to his dark skin
and physiognomy, is a constant reminder of Pops’ unresolved racial self-identification.
Before delving into the reasons for identity crisis, it is important to note that in
Unbecoming Blackness, López presents a detailed analysis of the significance that, in
fact, Piri’s father is not Puerto Rican but Cuban. López argues, correctly, that this
‘passing’ is never questioned in the narrative for it would disrupt the family-accepted
‘truth’ of Puerto Ricanness (145). How do we understand his pride in “being a Puerto
Rican” (150) when he is, in fact, Cuban and only lived in Puerto Rico for one year
(López, 145)? The author, and thus the text, does not answer this question, unfortunately,
but López does provide an explanation: “being mainland Puerto Rican is a matter of
performance in the white-supremacist United States, and it is an Afro-Cuban American
that does is ‘more’ than anyone else” (150). Even though I do agree that this text presents
several occasions in which Piri tests the racial boundaries by ‘performing’ race, I have to
question López’s generalized statement that Piri’s father’s ‘performance’ is accepted in
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the larger circles of society. Pops admits not having African American friends (friends
who could question his performance, like Brew does to Piri) and, as far as we know, his
social life is shared with other Latinos who would emphasize ethnicity/origin rather than
race because, on the one hand, they apply the racial discourse dominant in Latin America
(as I explained in the Introduction) to the American context and, on the other, because if
they also are dark-skinned, a label based on ethnic origin would also make them nonblack; generally speaking, as research shows, US Afro-Latinos do not want to be
included in the black (as in African American) category since they are highly aware of all
the negative connotations that label carries. López exposes that Pops’ word choices are a
reflection of his conflicting relationship with his own afrolatinidad, “mentioning ‘dark’
Cubans and Puerto Ricans; ‘colored’ African Americans; and, himself in a synecdoche, ‘a
dark skin’” (149). Pops difficulty in mustering the word ‘black’ is a clear sign of his
rejection for this term and all it encompasses in the United States.
The feeling of isolation Piri feels inside his house is reflected in the isolation he
feels in his community. Once his family moves from Spanish Harlem, it becomes obvious
to Piri that he is going to be an outsider in the different communities in which he lives.
Based on his skin color, just like inside his family, people other him. His Puerto Rican
origin is not relevant anymore as he and his family move away from the Latino
neighborhood. Piri quickly learns that in the eyes of society, he is black, with all the
connotations that that term implies.
His first realization that ‘Puerto Rican’ is not a valid label in the American society
at large comes soon after his family moves to a new apartment still in Harlem. Piri tells
us that, “Sometimes you don’t fit in. Like if you’re Puerto Rican on an Italian block”
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(24). A group of white adolescents gang up on him as Piri is on his way home.
Immediately, they identify him as an outsider. Thomas uses the dialogue technique
carefully; most of the time we hear the other characters talking through Piri in reported or
embedded speech. However, for conversations that present his racial argument in the
forefront, Thomas prefers to include full conversations so the reader can hear the
different voices and opinions directly. Undoubtedly, this technique adds shock value and
interest to the memoir. However, it also allows the reader to understand that these
incidents are extremely significant in Piri’s life: it is through these encounters, through
these conversations that he furthers his understanding of the workings of race and
labelling in the United States. Thus, when it is time to narrate the encounter between Piri
and the gang, Thomas decides to include the full conversation, which is interrupted by
punches and a serious beating:
‘Hey, you,’ he said, ‘what nationality are you?’
I looked at him and wondered which nationality to pick. And one of his friends
said, ‘Ah, Rocky, he’s black enuff to be a nigger. Ain’t that what you is, kid?’
My voice was almost shy in its anger. ‘I’m Puerto Rican,’ I said. ‘I was born
here.’ I wanted to shout it, but it came out like a whisper.
[…]
‘What hospital, paisan?’ Bad Rocky pushed.
‘Harlem Hospital,’ I answered
[…]
[t]he elders were all yakking away in Italian. I couldn’t help thinking how much
like Spanish it sounded. Shit, that should make us something like relatives.

157

‘Harlem Hospital?’ said a voice. ‘I knew he was a nigger.’
[…]
‘That’s the hospital where all them black bastards get born at.’
[…] I straightened up my humble voice and made like proud. ‘There’s all kinds of
people born there. Colored people, Puerto Ricans like me, an’ – even spaghettibenders like you.’ (24-26)
To study this quote, it is important to dissect quite a few points. It is clear that, as he does
so himself, these teenagers do not believe that Piri belongs in their block and
neighborhood. Piri’s response to their question ‘what nationality are you?’ is worth
examining. He makes a point to mention that he was born in the United States, perhaps to
emphasize that he is not an immigrant. Yet, instead of saying that he is ‘American,’ he
chooses to say that he is ‘Puerto Rican.’ Up to this moment, which is early in the memoir,
Puerto Rican has been the label with which he identifies himself; that is the label his
family uses (even though Pops is Cuban) as an identity marker. In Spanish Harlem, where
most people are from Latin America, labels identifying the country of origin are useful
and necessary. Had he been asked the same question there, his answer would have been
correct and expected. Piri, then, is at this moment, following a different paradigm of
identity. In the context with which he is familiar, nationality is understood not simply as
place of birth but also, and more significantly, as place of origin, i.e. where one’s family
is from. Thus, it makes sense that he chooses Puerto Rican as his nationality. Yet, we
perceive some ambivalence in his point of view as he underscores that he was born in the
United States to highlight his non-immigrant status. This fact is irrelevant to the gang,
though, for in their eyes, Piri’s skin tone surpasses his being American-born. De Genova
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and Ramos-Zayas, as quoted in On Latinidad, argue that “‘Notably, African Americans
are perceived to be separate, distinct, and, indeed, excluded from the category
‘Americans’ – exposing the fact that ‘American’ comes to connote whiteness. […]
Neither for African Americans nor for Puerto Ricans does birthright U.S. citizenship
secure the status of ‘American’-ness, which constitutes a national identity that is
understood, in itself, to be intrinsically racialized – as white’ (77)” (59). His black skin,
and the fact that he was born in a hospital in Harlem “‘where all them black bastards get
born at’” (25), prevails above all other markers to make him a “nigger” (25), according to
the gang. More importantly, following De Genova and Ramos-Zayas’ understanding, his
racial labeling robs him of a sense of belonging to the nation-state that gave him
citizenship. Piri might have been born in the United States but, from the gang’s
perspective, he is not American.
This is the first time, then, that Piri is perceived as a member of a group, African
Americans, with which he does not identify. It is also the first time Thomas makes a
social commentary on the racial dynamics characteristic of the forties and fifties: skin
color acts as a determining factor when it comes to identity and it prevails over origin and
culture. In Piri’s case, his Puerto Rican and Cuban ancestry, which includes a language
and cultural background that differs from those of the African American community,
does not matter. His dark skin tone makes him black.
This incident is only an introduction to the life-long struggle Piri goes through as
he tries to find his place within the racial dynamics of the United States. Shortly after
their stay at the apartment in the Italian section, the family moves back to Spanish
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Harlem only to make a definite move out of Harlem and into Long Island,45 with the
hopes of giving the children better opportunities. Piri is conflicted by this move from the
very beginning, as he is very aware of the different racial and economic demographics of
this new neighborhood. His mother, however, reassures him that they are not going to be
the only Latinos there. Piri quickly learns that here too, his skin color prevails as a marker
of difference. It does not matter whether there are other Latinos for in this community,
Piri is perceived and treated as black. In Thomas’ more poetic language, “I was the only
little coffee grain for miles around in a sea of white milk” (Stavans, 349)
Soon after the move, Thomas tells us a significant anecdote, one that will have
life-changing consequences for Piri. At his current school in Long Island the students are
having a dance, which Piri attends. Even though he is starting to realize that selfperception and identification do not always correspond to how a person is seen and/or
identified by others, Piri is still functioning under the Latin American racial paradigm.
The Puerto Rican label that he assigns to himself is not only important in and of itself but,
perhaps more so, as it makes him not-black. Thus, from his point of view, he does not
have to follow the predetermined social interactions that mark the relationships between
whites and blacks. During the dance, then, Piri approaches a white girl, Marcia, and starts
talking to her. As they chat, he mentions the word ‘suerte,’ which catches her by surprise.
“‘Are you Spanish? I didn’t know. I mean, you don’t look like what I thought a Spaniard
looks like,’” (83) she asks. To this, Piri responds, quite innocently, “‘I ain’t a Spaniard
from Spain,’ I explained. ‘I’m a Puerto Rican from Harlem’” (83). Marcia then goes on to

Thomas’ mother had been able to save some money from his sewing work at home and
Thomas’ father won the ‘bolita,’ a lottery game. The extra revenue allowed the family to
move to Long Island (Stavans).
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compliment Piri’s English skills to which Piri insists that he is indeed from Harlem and
thus, does not have a Spanish accent. The girl adds, “‘No-o, your accent is more like
Jerry’s’” (83). Piri lets the reader know that Jerry is the African American teenager that
has recently moved to this neighborhood and has joined the student body. Once again, we
must read between the lines to fully understand the significance of this exchange. First of
all, Marcia talks to Piri with the preconceived idea that he is black, as in African
American. Thus, when he uses a Spanish word, she cannot hide her surprise. As the next
line underscores, her socially constructed idea of what a Spanish-person looks like does
not correspond to Piri’s physical appearance. What does she think a “Spaniard look[s]
like?” We could assume that she believes only white people speak Spanish but we should
not fall into that trap. However, we can instead confirm that in her opinion black people
do not speak Spanish and thus, all black people are to be grouped under the same
American-constructed idea of blackness: American-born, English-speaking. With this in
mind, it does make sense that she would compare Piri’s English to Jerry’s since from her
point of view, both teenagers belong to the same ethnic group.
This girl is not the only one that perceives Piri as black; the other schoolmates
also think of him in the same terms. Piri overhears the conversation Marcia and her
friends are having still during the same dance. “[B]lack thing,” “colored boy,” “nigger,”
and “them apes” (85,86) are all terms these teenagers use to refer to Piri. Their biggest
concern, fueled by what they hear at home, is that they are “getting invaded by niggers”
(85), of which Piri would be one. They also have another concern: the black kids’
interactions with white girls. Marcia tells her friends, “[i]magine the nerve” that Piri has
to talk to her “as if [she] was a black girl” (85) and emphasizes that she tries not to
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encourage conversation. It seems clear that from their point of view, Piri ‘should know
better’ than approaching, talking to, and asking a white girl for a dance. It should have
been clear that black boys do not mingle with white girls at all. It should have been clear
that black kids are accepted into their schools but not welcomed into their schools.
However, Piri does not see himself as a black kid. As we have seen so far, he always
highlights that he is Puerto Rican as if this label would differentiate him from the African
American kids since in his understanding of racial/social dynamics he considers both
groups to be different.
Thomas takes advantage of the flexibility of the Spanish language to underscore
this difference. Piri uses the term “morenos” (82) to refer to African Americans,
reserving the word ‘negro’ and its variants to discuss skin color. Piri knows he is ‘negro’
but he also knows that he is not ‘moreno.’ His white classmates, and the society at large,
does not see a difference between these two words, labels, and the connotations behind
them. When one of the teenagers explains that Piri is indeed Puerto Rican, another one
determines that, “‘There’s no difference.’ … ‘He’s still black’” (86), confirming that Piri
cannot escape being perceived, categorized, and treated as black. If we want to dismiss
this interaction as ‘teenage talk,’ Thomas makes sure to introduce, briefly, a very similar
experience but in a professional context. While still living in Long Island, Piri decides to
get a part-time job at a hospital’s kitchen to save money and move his family back to
Harlem. There he meets and befriends a young white woman. One night, while on a
subway ride back to Long Island, Piri overhears a white man saying, “‘Will you look at
that damn nigger with that white girl?’” (90) When one of his friends tries to quiet him,
he responds, “‘Let him hear me, that black son of a bitch’” (90). Once more, skin color
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prevails, foul language is used to label Piri, and the inappropriateness of Piri’s interaction
with a white woman, in the pre-Civil Rights Movement context, is brought to the
forefront.
Piri feels the anger building inside him as he overhears that conversation, he
“[springs] from [his] seat and through the blur of [his] anger,” (90) he yells some insults.
“I wanted to kill,” he admits but instead he is going to transfer his feelings onto the white
girl as he makes love to her on the ground of some empty lot: “In anger, in hate, I took
my madness on her” (90) he acknowledges. The description of the whole scene evokes
physical and emotional violence, which could be read as an expression of
hypermasculinity or its Latin American’s version, machismo. Saez et al. interpret this
concept as a “primarily Hispanic phenomenon with three defining characteristics: (a)
callous sexuality towards women, (b) a perception of violence as manly, and (c) the view
that danger is exciting (Mosher & Anderson, 1986) … machismo is associated with
aggression, delinquent or criminal behavior, and alcohol- and drug-related behavior
(Mosher & Sirkin, 1984)” (118). On the other hand, they agree with other scholars such
as Torres, Solberg, and Carlstrom, who highlight some of the more positive aspects of
masculinity, which can be linked to caballerismo (Saez et al., 118). While Piri does
behave like a caballero towards his mother (and his classmate during the school dance in
Long Island), in this instance – as in others to follow – Piri does fit the characteristics of
machista behavior. However, it would be unfair to blame Piri for his attitudes and
behaviors since the socioeconomic and political contexts play an essential part in the
construction of gender roles. Torres, Solberg, et al. explain that, “the burden and
influences [of] interrelated factors such as culture, ethnicity, politics, psychological
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processes, gender, class, poverty, racism, and unemployment” (165) cannot be
underestimated. Machismo, and machista attributes are not construed in a vacuum but in
a highly complex and problematic context. Piri is not mandated to act in such a violent
way towards women (or become involved in a life of addictions and crime as he will do
in a few years from this episode) but his position in the society does push him towards
that direction. Medina-Rivera borrows an approach to masculinity designed by Robert
Hicks in The Masculine Journey (1993), in which he introduces “etapas en el proceso de
convertirse en hombre, y para cada una de estas etapas presenta un arquetipo diferente”
(899). In this conceptualization, a man journeys from “El hombre-creatura” to “El
hombre sabio,” as he matures and gains wisdom and self-knowledge. The stage that
interests us here is the fourth one – “El hombre herido” – since it helps us understand
Piri’s behavior from a more nuanced approach, rather than the straightforward-looking
machismo. Medina-Rivera describes this stage as one “[que] se experimenta durante los
primeros años de adultez del varón cuando éste, o bien no ha podido alcanzar las metas
que se planteó, o se ha tenido que enfrentar a las dificultades mayores que se dan en la
adultez y en la ubicación permanente en la vida” (899). Piri is, by now, at the verge of
being an adult but the difficulties he has encountered in his life (within his family and in
his community) have certainly impacted him enough to place him in the stage of pain and
hurt. Violence and aggression can be seen as byproducts of a socioeconomic context that,
grounded on a hegemonic discourse of racial hierarchies, posits men, like Piri, Piri’s
father, Brew, and even Thomas himself, in a submissive position that does not allow
them to achieve their expected gender role performances. Chinen, as quoted by MedinaRivera, explains that “‘Men become violent out of desperation, when their hidden
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humiliation is exposed’ (39)” (902). This is a key point that fits perfectly in the scene at
hand: the men on the train do not simply insult Piri, they expose deeper issues that Piri
intends (at least at this point in the memoir) to keep private: his (self)doubts and fears
regarding his (self)identity. As he is called the n-word, he is called out as a racial
category to which he is not certain he belongs nor is he certain he wants to belong. The
anger and hate caused by this public humiliation that cannot be solved among men (since
racially classified males are not considered men) must be solved. Sánchez’s insight that
“heterosexual men of color redirect their struggle against their own racial abjection and
… impose abjection on women” (118) is fitting here. In this anecdote, the young woman
becomes the commodity onto which Piri projects his anger and hate towards the men who
insulted him.
On the one hand, the act of violence towards the female body cannot be ignored.
On the other hand, however, the fact that this young woman is white cannot be ignored
either for it is consequential in Piri’s life. He confesses that during intercourse with this
girl, “‘inside me I kept saying, Damn it, I hate you –no, not you, just your damn color.
My God, why am I in the middle?’” (90) It is in this moment that he realizes his own
positioning in the large scale of racial/social dynamics. So far, he has always presented
himself as Puerto Rican for that is how he understands his identity, as a “skinny, darkfaced, curly-haired, intense” Puerto Rican (x). That is to say, he sees himself as a black
Puerto Rican but not as a black person, which, understood in American terms, equals an
African American person. Furthermore, all the conflicts and insecurities he endures with
the rest of his family members are based on skin color, so far, and not on whether he is or
is not Puerto Rican as the rest of them. However, as Thomas allows us to get into Piri’s
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head, we realize that this ‘middle’ is not a skin-toned based middle: he knows that he is
not white and he knows that he is not black either; yet, he now understands that Puerto
Rican is not a label that fits the socially constructed ideas of race in the United States in
mid-twentieth century. Thus, he is in a middle that cannot exit, a space in-between that
forces him to reconsider his understanding of race in the United States and moves
(literally and figuratively) him to further explore these divisions that seem so very well
established in the American society. To reflect on this point, Thomas shares another
racially-charged anecdote. Piri and Louie, a white friend, have both applied for a job in
sales. Louie gets a job offer while Piri only gets a promise of a phone call if opportunities
became available. As they stand outside the hiring office, they notice a pattern: the white
men are being hired immediately while the non-white ones are all offered the same
promise. As Piri later shares this experience with his African American friend, the latter
admits that Piri’s story is not new; African Americans are used to being treated
differently or being discriminated. Piri, at this point, still struggles with how he is being
perceived as black, as not different from African Americans. In response to his African
American friend’s comment, Piri admits, “‘I wasn’t a Negro then. I was still only a
Puerto Rican’” (104).46 Even though this comment seems atemporal for we do not know
exactly when Piri shares this experience with his friend, we do know that Piri’s journey to
conclude that he is a “Negro” (to use his terminology) is not easy nor linear; on the
contrary, it is marked by constant contradictions and questionings. Most of the last two
thirds of the memoir are dedicated to this journey and exploration.

This last sentence is echoed in Esmeralda Santiago’s title of her first memoir, When I
was Puerto Rican.
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As it seems to be a pattern, Piri’s reactions are the starting points to more serious
deliberation. After a street fight with some other white teenagers47, he gets called a
“‘black bastard’” to which he replies, “‘Your mammy got fucked by one of us black
bastards’” (119). Once again, Thomas lets us peak inside Piri’s head, “One of us black
bastards. Was that me? I wondered” (119, italics original). Of course, as a reaction to a
verbal aggression, his response could be disregarded as simply a comeback. However, the
fact that Piri slows down to think, even in the heat of the moment, about his response
forces us to slow down as well and pay attention to it. Thomas purposely includes Piri’s
mental note to show the readers that something is changing in how Piri sees and
understands race and identity and, consequently, himself.
This incident leads Piri to an intense exchange with his friend Brew. What starts
as ‘the dozens’ quickly turns into a profound dialogue on race and identity. Piri calls
Brew a “spook,” Brew calls Piri a “Negro,” to which Piri replies, “‘I’m Porty Rican,’”
Brew gets the last word: “‘Ah only sees another Negro in fron’ of me” (121). Piri is not
quite ready to see himself as a ‘Negro:’ “Was I trying to tell Brew that I’m better than he
is ‘cause he’s only black and I’m a Puerto Rican dark-skin? Like his people copped trees
on a white man’s whim, and who ever heard of Puerto Ricans getting hung like that?”
(122) he wonders. According to Piri, Brew is only black and thus cannot escape his racial
label; it is in fact the only one that fits him. He, however, still falls back to his ‘space inbetween’ of Puerto Rican-ness, which creates a fake blanket of security as it separates
him from the African American community and its low ranking position in the social
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Piri is only approximately seventeen years old by now, and living by himself in
Spanish Harlem. He is selling drugs to make a living.
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ladder. Caminero-Santangelo explains that, “racial and ethnic politics encourage Puerto
Ricans living within continental United States to identify themselves against African
Americans, to erect an imaginary boundary between ‘us’ and ‘them’ as a means of
establishing a slightly higher position on a hierarchy determined by fine degrees of social
marginalization” (On Latinidad, 57). As they continue talking, both friends still do not
see eye to eye. Piri comments that, “‘it must be tough on you Negroes’” in reference to
the violence and segregation in the South, to which Brew replies, “‘Wha’ yuh mean, us
Negroes? Ain’t yuh includin’ yourself? Hell, you ain’t but a couple shades lighter’n me,
and even if yuh was even lighter’n that, you’d still be a Negro48’” (123). Piri’s answer is
very telling: as he feels his chest “get tighter and tighter” he says, “‘I ain’t no damn
Negro and I ain’t no paddy. I’m Puerto Rican’” (123).
Given Brew’s African American experience, it is very clear to him that even those
of lighter skin tones would be considered ‘black’ as a consequence of the One Drop Rule.
According to him, Piri is obviously one of them, he is a Negro. Piri, on the other hand,
cannot accept this reality. In his last answer, he exemplifies a general attitude that US
Latinos can have against African Americans: when he denies being a Negro, he adds the
qualifier ‘damn,’ adding a negative connotation to the label. Yet, when he states that he is
not a ‘paddy,’ he does not add any adjective to the label. The use of the word ‘damn’
illustrates an extra level of rejection towards African Americans, which is not the case
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It is important to note, as we see every time that Brew, in particular, speaks that
Thomas makes a conscious effort to mark a difference between Piri and the African
American characters by signaling the differences in pronunciation and grammar. Piri
shares some elements of that speech (use of ‘ain’t,’ dropping of the ‘g’ in the present
participles, misconjugation of the verb ‘to be’) but not all elements as they are
represented in Brew’s speech.
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towards whites, as represented by unmodified “paddy.” Of course, we can unpack the
label ‘paddy’ as well but the added adjective reinforces a dislike that US Latinos have
towards African Americans as the former can be grouped with the latter, especially those
with darker skin tones, by the white population at large. By means of this association, US
Latinos are victims of the same stereotypes and discrimination as African Americans.
Consequently, when given the chance, US Latinos will emphasize the differences
between them and African Americans. Brew understands that this rationale is what really
stands behind Piri’s comments and apprehension. As their argument continues, he
explains,
You fuckin’ yeller-faced bastard! Yuh god-dammed Negro with a white man’s
itch! Yuh think that bein’ a Porto Rican lets you off the hook? Tha’s the trouble.
Too damn many you black Porto Ricans got your eyes closed. Too many
goddamned Negroes all over this goddamned world feel like you does. Jus’ ‘cause
you can rattle off some different kinda language don’ change your skin one bit.
Whatta yuh all think? That the only niggers in the world are in this fucked-up
country? They is all over this whole damn world. Man, if there’s any black people
up on the moon talkin’ that moon talk, they is still Negroes. Git it? Negroes! (124)
Brew insists that Piri’s problem, which is the problem of the African Diaspora as
he understands it, is the illusion that the category of ‘Negro’ is reserved only for African
Americans while, in fact, all members of the African Diaspora are one and the same,
regardless of place of origin and/or language. As the hegemonic society has construed the
racial discourse in place, the distinctions that Piri is trying to hold onto are, indeed,
obsolete. Brew seems to think that the faster Piri comes to this realization, the better as he
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would more quickly come to accept his place in society. Yet, Brew’s argument has a
fallacy: it is based on a racial discourse that clearly divides the countrymen into an ‘us’
versus ‘them’ mentality; a discourse that only allows for two categories: white and black,
or white and ‘the other.’ He seems to ignore that in other parts of the African Diaspora,
including Latin America and the Caribbean, the lines between these groups are much
more blurry and that, in fact, a great percentage of the population lives in the blurs, in the
grey areas between the two groups. Furthermore, he also ignores the fact that Piri can be
othered more than once (while he is only othered once as a black man) since he is an
‘other’ in different levels and for different groups.
As this conversation goes on, we can visualize Piri’s inner struggles: he is really
trying to understand his place in this larger racial context as he balances the discourse
that he has heard at home all his life with his real-life experiences during the last few
years. Within the nuclear family, his skin tone makes him different from the rest and
already causes tensions yet all family members agree that all of them, including Piri, are
Puerto Ricans and are satisfied with that classification. Perhaps naively, they do not
understand that their light skin allows them to stay within that label and that they do not
need to question their identity and their place in society as Piri does. Piri brings this point
up in this conversation as he asks Brew, “‘Man, do you know what it is to sit across a
dinner table looking at your brothers that look exactly like paddy people?’” (124) Luis, in
his book Dance Between Two Cultures, claims the, “race relations … inherent [to the]
society at large … occur also in Piri’s own family, thus reflecting issues that affect the
racial complexity of the Puerto Rican family. Whereas the same issues may have been
dormant back on the island, on the mainland they gather momentum and even influence
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the inner workings of the Puerto Rican family” (128). By this last comment, in reference
to his brothers’ whiteness (at least as it is perceived by Piri), the main character reminds
us of the constant and ever-present reminder of what he is not – he is not white like his
siblings. Through a few other anecdotes throughout the memoir, Thomas makes it clear
that Piri has experienced isolation within his family since childhood and on a daily basis.
Family life is clearly disrupted as racial issues and tensions come afloat. Certainly, the
situation at home has had a tremendous impact on how he sees himself and his inner
conflict to try to fit in.
This heated conversation with Brew forces him to dig deeper into his
preconceptions and stereotypes to finally understand that the Puerto Rican label and selfidentification is not valid in the black/white binary upon which American society is built.
However, and in spite of Brew’s convincing-sounding points afore mentioned, Piri is still
ambivalent to calling himself a Negro. He admits, “‘I hate the paddy who’s trying to keep
the black man down. But I’m beginning to hate the black man, too, ‘cause I can feel his
pain and I don’t know that it oughtta be mine. Shit, man, Puerto Ricans got social
problems, too. Why the fuck we gotta take on Negroes’, too?’” (124) As we see from this
quote, Piri still sees Puerto Ricans and African Americans as two distinct groups. Both
marked by social problems and inequalities but still different. Piri and Brew go on back
and forth for a bit longer, Brew trying to convince Piri that he’s a Negro, Piri still holding
on to his Puerto Rican identity. The underlying problem of this whole argument is the
lack of understanding of the intersection space: Piri is both black and Puerto Rican, one
label is not exclusive of the other. Granted, Piri already knows and accepts that he is
negrito, but he must face the realities of his larger social context and understand that he
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can be, and will be, perceived as moreno too. He needs to learn to live his life in the
space-in-between, on the margins of both groups.
In an effort to continue discovering his true identity, Piri decides to take a trip to
The South. He feels that the experiences he will have in this region are going to help him
better understand both himself and the social dynamics of the country. This new chapter
in his life, as Thomas tells it, brings us some of the most important points of discussion.
The first one, undoubtedly, is when Piri tells his family about his decision. They really
cannot reckon why he would put himself through that trip when, in their minds, it is clear
that Piri “ain’t no nigger” (143) as José, one of his brothers, states. His mom is the first
one to react; and she simply states that, “‘You are not black,’ Momma said, ‘you are
brown, a nice color, a pretty color’” (135). At first sight, this statement seems to be an
innocent one, a mother comforting her son. However, there is an indirect criticism and
embedded stereotype. As I have pointed out earlier in this chapter, Moms has internalized
the racial discourse that puts blackness (as in African Americanness) down. From her
point of view, she is not married to a black man but to a Puerto Rican one and,
consequently, her children are not black either. Brownness here refers to Latinidad while
blackness refers to Africanidad. Brown is a “nice,” “pretty” color; black, on the other
hand, is not. From her point of view, then, being brown has a positive connotation while
being black has a negative one. Thus, for her, as for her family, it is imperative to make
that distinction, to distance themselves from blackness and comfortably stay in the realm
of brownness. However, her son José will take this argument a step further and include
himself and his family in the white category: “‘we ain’t Negroes. We’re Puerto Ricans,
an’ we’re white’” (145), he states. As he understands issues of race, the Puerto Rican
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label is enough of a distinct classifier to separate them from African Americans. More
importantly, though, this label seems enough to make them white.
We need to remember, however, that even Piri admits that José (and some of his
other siblings) could pass as white given their physical appearance. In fact, José takes the
time to remind us that, “‘I ain’t black, damn you! Look at my hair. It’s almost blond. My
eyes are blue, my nose is straight. My motherfuckin’ lips are not like a baboon’s ass. My
skin is white. White, goddamit! White! Maybe Poppa’s a little dark, but that’s the Indian
blood in him. He’s got white blood in him and –’” (144). Once again, we see the
internalized stereotypes as he mentions all the features that traditionally serve as
identifying markers but perhaps the most derogatory and offensive is comparing lips to a
“baboon’s ass” as José shows how he has not only incorporated the white discourse but
also the language. José has also found another way to explain his father’s darker skin: his
father is mestizo (rather than mulato) as he has some indigenous blood in him. This
hybridization would justify both the father’s and Piri’s darker skin while at the same time
separate the family from Afro-Latinos, underlying the importance of not being associated
with anything ‘Afro’ in the United States. Piri disqualifies that comment by asking José,
“‘didn’t you know the Negro made the scene in Puerto Rico way back? And when the
Spaniards spics ran outta Indian coolies, they brought them big blacks from you know
where. Poppa’s got moyeto blood. I got it. Sis got it. James got it. And, mah deah
brudder, you-all got it!’” (145) Piri is here making a historical reference to slavery and
the slave trade to explain that their dark skin color is due to African rather than
indigenous ancestry. As a commentary on the title of the chapter in which this exchange
takes place (“Hung up between two sticks”), Jiménez Román (as quoted by Torres-
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Padilla and Rivera) “retorts that these writers [referring to Puerto Rican authors in the
United States] ‘are actually stuck between the myth of racial democracy [in Puerto Rico]
with its implicit preference for mestizaje, and the reality of African descent and racism’
(4)” (14). Even though Jiménez Román is referring to the writers themselves, rather than
their works and the characters within them, we can extend her conceptualization to the
dilemma between Piri and his brother. José presents, in this dialogue, the most blunt and
outward verbal expression of the racial paradigm onto which the whole family’s identity
was built: the myth of a racial democracy based on mestizaje. Piri, on the other hand,
represents the questioning of such a paradigm, forced by the darker color of his skin.
There are two other important points on which to comment. First, Piri’s
exaggerated African American accent. I have commented before on Thomas’s use of
African-American dialect to differentiate Puerto Ricans from African Americans. Here,
the author is consciously making Piri talk like African Americans to emphasize the
sameness between the two groups, but also to freak out José—to make him feel more
uncomfortable in an effort to force a reaction out of him and to shock him into seeing that
none of them can claim to be white (except for his mother, as Piri repeatedly mentions).
López, in Unbecoming Blackness, reminds us of the act of racial performativity that can
also be applied to this scene. Piri’s performance here can be linked to “an Afro-Latino
performance of the African American that traces to O’Farril’s negro-on-negro bufo: the
Afro-Latino negro on the African American Negro” (150,151, italics original). The
performance element here is significant, as it will be in other anecdotes told in this
memoir, since it emphasizes the difference between being/belonging to a racial group
compared to acting as if one were/belonged to such a group. The second important point
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is the use of the word moyeto. Moyeto is a Puerto Rican slang word for African
Americans. This term does have a pejorative connotation as it is used to denigrate
members of that group. Perhaps unconsciously, Piri (and Thomas) is nevertheless putting
down the same racial group of which he is now claiming to be a part. His comment, then,
also demonstrates how racial slurs have become such an intrinsic part of the racial
discourse in the United States, especially by groups, such as U.S. Afro-Latinos, that feel
the pressure of having to differentiate themselves from African Americans. Even when
Piri is trying to convince his siblings that they are all black, he does so by putting down
the group he is now trying to represent.
To further discredit José’s argument, Piri goes back to the One Drop Rule since
“‘Poppa’s blood carries more weight with Mr. Charlie’” (144). He explains that, “‘Poppa
thinks that marrying a white woman made him white. He’s wrong. It’s just another nigger
marrying a white woman and making her as black as him. That’s the way the paddy looks
at it. The Negro just stays black. Period’” (145). Applying this rule, Piri thinks, makes all
of them, including those siblings that could pass, black in the American sense of the
word. This perspective reinforces the idea that, “‘Only pure white Puerto Ricans are
white, and you wouldn’t even believe that if you ever dug what the paddy said’” (144).
For some white Americans, pure white Puerto Ricans would still not be considered white.
Even though neither Piri nor Thomas go further into explaining this we can safely assume
that the Hispanic origin is what marks the difference: white Puerto Ricans would be
considered Latinos, Latin Americans, or Hispanic but not white for they do not share the
same Anglo-Saxon culture as white Americans do. Luis reminds us that, “U.S. attitudes
toward race are present throughout all levels of society and even intrude upon and destroy
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the sanctity of the family unit. Racial prejudice is divisive; it turns family members
against each other” (130). This is exactly what happens at the core of the Thomas family.
The morning after this fight and heated conversation, the Thomases have an awkward
breakfast, quiet, everyone avoiding everyone else’s faces. Piri then has a last meaningful
conversation with his father (analyzed further below in this chapter). After that, he leaves
his family.
If culture is in part what prevents white Puerto Ricans to be fully accepted as
white, culture is also what complicates the full inclusion of black Puerto Ricans into the
black American category. Culturally speaking, Brew and Piri share some similarities but
also important differences, mainly Piri’s Hispanic culture is not shared by Brew.
Needless to say, the Hispanic cultural heritage that Piri’s family brings to the United
States does certainly have African elements, as does Brew’s African American culture.
However, these two cultural backgrounds cannot be grouped together. Alayce, Brew’s
girlfriend, seems to think so as she states that, “‘He’s a Porto Rican and that’s whar he is.
We’s Negroes and that’s whar we’re at’” (159), as Piri, Brew, and herself are having a
last conversation before the men’s trip down South. Brew insists that, “‘his skin makes
him a member of the black man’s race an’ hit don’t make no difference he can talk that
Porty Rican talk … an’ tha’ goes for all the rest of them foreign-talking black men all
ovah tha’ world’” (159). Once again, Brew highlights how skin color overrides any other
markers of classification. To him, all black people, understood in a very broad and
generic way, are members of the African Diaspora and as such, share the same burden.
Alayce replies that, “‘Porto Ricans act different from us. They got different ways of
dancin’ and’ cookin’, like a different culture or something’” (159). She emphasizes the
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cultural elements that do distinguish ethnic and social groups from one another to finish
off her argument with a point that cannot be ignored. She says, “‘Ah’ve met a whole lot
of dark Porto Ricans, an’ I ain’t met one who wants to be a Negro. An’ I don’t blame
‘em. I mean, like anything’s better’n being a li’l ole darkie’” (159).
Her argument needs to be studied as two different arguments, or as two different
sides of the same coin. On the one hand, Alayce as a member of the African American
community understands that there are cultural differences between African Americans
and black Puerto Ricans that distinguish one group from the other, resulting in the need
for two different labels, two different groups, and two different identities. On the other
hand, she is also aware that black Puerto Ricans do not want to be associated with
African Americans due to all the negative stereotypes that members of that group carry
upon their shoulders. Alayce does not blame them; she understands that African
Americans are at the very bottom of the social ladder and, thus, any other social group is
more desirable. We hear Piri being ambivalent, even rejecting at certain times, the idea of
being black, we hear Piri’s family, even his dark-skinned father, bluntly rejecting the
possibility of being black, and now we hear Alayce reinforcing the same idea. Either due
to her former point, or due to the latter, the conclusion seems to be the same: the
inclusion of black Puerto Ricans into the black demographic and culture is not as clear
cut as Brew wants to make it. Piri will prove this as he travels to the American South.
Piri’s first shock comes when Brew and he get on a bus down to Washington DC.
Brew makes both of them sit in the back of the bus so they get accustomed to the idea
once they cross the Dixie Line. Piri recognizes that, “in my mind I hadn’t thought it was
gonna apply to me” (166). This moment is retold differently by Thomas when he is
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interviewed. As he shares this anecdote with Stavans, Thomas recalls he and his friend
(whom in the interview he calls him Billy, not Brew) sitting in the front of the bus until
they cross the “Mason Dixie Line.” Then, a new bus driver gets on and says that “‘all the
colored people to the back’” (351). Thomas explains that, “all the coloreds got up and
went back and I just sat there” (351). At the driver’s insistence, Thomas remembers
answering, “‘look, I am puertorriqueño,’” to which the driver answers, “‘I don’t care
what kind of nigger you are’ and he puts his hand into his side pocket.” Thomas reads
that gesture as a threat (assuming the driver has a gun) and so he “grudgingly but with
dignity went to the back of the bus” (351). The differences in the two narrations, though
important, do not change the fact that Piri still sees himself different from Brew, different
from African Americans, and that, more importantly, he expects to be recognized as such.
He believes that the rules concerning African Americans do not apply to himself and that
the American society at large will behave accordingly. If we follow the dialogue in the
second retelling, it is easy to conclude that the society at large does not see him as
different from African Americans, the pejorative epithet used by the driver erases any
doubts Piri (and Thomas) could have had. Soon he is going to be able to corroborate that
is indeed the case. As he puts himself in two different dangerous situations his goal is to
test the racial binary black/white that has complicated his positioning in society. He
ultimately wants to test if he can escape the binary by sitting at the intersection of both
groups. From New York, they go to Washington D.C. and then to Norfolk, Virginia
where they join a mercantile ship, which is going to the Deep South, as kitchen helpers.
Soon after they arrive in Mobile, Alabama, Piri decides to have lunch at a
restaurant in which “there wasn’t a black head in there, just a neat row of blancos sitting
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on stools in front of a long counter” (185). In spite of this picture and Brew’s warnings,
Piri goes in only to, at first, being greeted by complete silence. After not being asked for
his order, he waits until the waiter is right in front of him to make his order. He repeats
his order twice; twice he is ignored. Finally, Piri senses someone approaching him from
behind. A man, with “a voice full of Alabama candy” pats his shoulder and tells him,
“‘Boy – er – ah – we don’ serve nigras heah…’… ‘Y’all don’ want no trouble, do you,
boy?’” (186) Piri also points out that, “Nobody else said a word.” He, on the other hand,
“spilled a lot of bad words, mostly in Spanish” (186) as he stormed out of the restaurant.
Outside, Brew insists, “‘A tol’ yuh, man. Ah tol’ yuh. Why don’ yuh unnerstan’ that you
ain’t nuttin’ but one mudderfuckin’ part of all this hurtin’ shit’” (186)?
Clearly, the locals cannot distinguish Piri from African Americans. In their preconceived ideas of race, skin color prevails and as Piri is dark-skinned, in their eyes Piri
is black. As such, they have the right to refuse him service. Black is the overruling
category or label; it supersedes distinctions based on place of origin, cultural heritage,
and/or language. Language is key here: to demonstrate that he is not black as his audience
perceives him, Piri, who is fully bilingual and whom Thomas have him speak in English
for most of the memoir, decides to yell and curse in Spanish. This is, undoubtedly, a
rebellious act on his part as he attempts to disrupt the always already there discourse on
racial dynamics. Is he hopeful that the white waiter and patrons would change their mind
about him? Is he waiting for an apology and to be served? Even though Piri does not
mention his expectations, we think it is safe to assume that at the very least, he is waiting
for some reaction, some recognition that he is not black and that, therefore, he should be
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treated differently. Yet, he does not get any answer from the people at the restaurant. The
patrons’ silence is a clear message: in their eyes, he is black and should not be there.
Piri makes use of his bilingualism in another incident, this time in Galveston,
Texas. Here, Piri has already lost contact with Brew so he is by himself (After a night out
in New Orleans, Brew never makes it back to the ship. Nor Piri nor Thomas ever see or
hear from Brew again). He meets a Mexican young man at a carnival, they later go to a
bar and end up drunk. He explains that, “We got on a high and I asked my newfound
amigo if he knew a cathouse, a white cathouse. I wanted to break out against this twotone South, I wanted to fuck a white woman in Texas” (187, italics original). Piri’s
intentions are made clear here: as in the incident in Alabama, Piri insists on trying to
disrupt the white/black binary to see if he can accomplish transactions that are completely
out of reach for African Americans, in his constant effort to probe (to himself?) that he is,
at the very least different from African Americans. While in the first incident he wrongly
assumed that white people would immediately recognize him as different, he now
understands that he cannot ‘pass.’ Even though he has always been aware that he cannot
pass as white, before this journey down South, he still has believed that he could, and
should, be identified as Latino/ Latin American due to his Puerto Rican origin. In Spanish
Harlem, perhaps it is easier to make that claim given the great number of Hispanic people
living in the neighborhood. However, as I have mentioned before, even in the greater
New York City area, he has already been marked as black and has suffered the
consequences of such categorizing.49 Realizing that his dark skin tone is an inevitable
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Here I am referencing specific moments such as the school dance in Long Island and
the job interview in Manhattan.
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marker of blackness, he decides to put his cultural background, particularly the Spanish
language, on the forefront for this next experiment. His newly found Mexican friend
knows very well the racial tensions that mark every day social interactions so he warns
Piri of the dangers of his intentions but concludes that, “‘If you do not speak a word of
English, you may pass for Puerto Rican’” (187). The voice of this amigo, as Piri calls
him, is the only Hispanic voice (other than Piri’sand his family’s, of course) that we hear
throughout the memoir. It is important to note, then, that he, regardless of his place of
birth (which is unknow to the readers), also functions under a Hispanic/Latin American
understanding of race since he recognizes the plausibility of Piri’s passing as Puerto
Rican. Only someone who understands and perceives dark-skinned Puerto Ricans as
different from African Americans can even fathom such a thought.
Once at the brothel, the clerk quickly asks, “‘What does this boy50 here want?’” to
which the Mexican man replies that Piri does not speak any English and that he is Latin
American. The clerk insists, “‘You don’t understand English?’…‘Where you from?
Dónde tú eres?’” Piri lights “up [his] face like [he has] just come off a banana boat” and
says, “Puerto Rico” (188, italics original). Still not convinced, the clerk whispers to the
Mexican friend, “‘He ain’t a nigger, is he?’ … we got all kinds of people coming in, all
kinds of foreigners, and Spanish people from Argentina and Colombia and Peru and
Cuba, and that’s all right, but we got to keep those damn niggers down’” (188). Here we

This is not the first time that Piri gets called ‘boy,’ On the merchant ship, he is also
called boy by some members of the white crew. Needless to say, the use of this noun by
white men when talking to African American way is a pejorative and degrading way
addressing black men to remind them of their place of inferiority and subordination. On
the ship, Piri reacted quite aggressively to this name-calling but here he does use selfcontrol as his secret intentions deem it worth it.
50
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must pause to comment on the clerk’s preconceived ideas of what Latin Americans look
like. In his mind, people from the countries he mentions are to be white, or at least, not
dark-skinned. However, in all four countries, and in particular Cuba and Colombia, a
significant percentage of their population is indeed of African descent. Therefore,
assuming that there are no black people in these countries is a huge misconception based
on politics of whitening put in place by the hegemonic groups in each of these countries.
Caminero-Santangelo brings up another important point that is worth mentioning here.
Throughout the memoir Thomas, by means of his characters, attempts to destabilize the
concept of race by pointing out the incongruencies of how this concept is understood. He
presents several examples in which race, grounded on biology or grounded on social
perception, is not immune to conflicting parameters (On Latinidad, 62). For example,
Brew refers to the One-Drop Rule as a biological marker of race but he is also “aware …
that it is social definitions, or how the ‘sign’ of dark skin is ‘read’ under the social system
of Jim Crow segregation” (On Latinidad, 60, italics original). Piri himself, as I have
studied in this chapter, highlights both markers of ‘black blood’ but also insists that what
‘Mr. Charlie’ believes/ perceives is what matters. The brothel’s clerk applies a social
concept of race as he determines that since Piri speaks only Spanish (thanks to Piri’s
performance of race), he is not black and, therefore, he can have his meeting with the
prostitute. Caminero-Santangelo also highlights the “reversal” presented in this scene
compared to the scene involving Italian boys. She explains that in the latter “to be black
is not to be ‘American,’” while in the former, “only if Piri is ‘American’ is he black”
(63). Even when race is defined in biological terms (a definition discredited by the
scientific community even before Thomas’ writing of this memoir), the ambiguities
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presented here underscore the fact that race is always socially constructed. The concept of
passing is also important here. Piri, who is Puerto Rican, is trying to pass as Puerto Rican
because under the racial schema of the United States, the white/black dichotomy makes
him black. Passing can be interpreted as a selfish way of moving up the social ladder by
means of hiding and/or avoiding the person’s African heritage (Daniel, 2002). However,
Daniel also presents a different purpose: to expose “the political motivations behind
racial categories and [to seek] to turn oppression on its head by subverting the arbitrary
line between white and black” (49).
Eventually, Piri does get to spend some time with a white prostitute. As he is
leaving the bedroom, Piri shares the conversation between them:
she smiled and said in broken Texas Spanish, did I like it and did I want more? I
opened the door and said, ‘Baby, I just want you to know’ – and I watched her
smile fall off and a look of horror fill the empty space it left – ‘I just want you to
know,’ I repeated, ‘that you got fucked by a nigger, by a black man!’ And I didn’t
wait to hear her gasp or to watch her jump out of that bed. I ran, I disappeared,
because I learned a long time ago to hit and run right back to your turf, and my
turf was that goddamned ship. (189, italics original)
Now his deceitful trick is revealed as he lets her know, in perfect English, that he
is in fact a black man and that, therefore and more importantly she has just had sex with a
black male. Her “horror” is exactly the answer Piri was looking for – mission
accomplished. He managed to cheat the system that has been so carefully kept in place by
segregationist laws and by a white society at large that thrives on a racial hierarchical
system that oppresses black people on all aspects of life. The ‘cost’ of this ‘win’ is an
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expensive one, though: the use of women as “objects of transaction among men”
(Irigaray, 800). Similarly to the analysis of the scene in which he releases his anger
towards white men onto his then-girlfriend, in this occasion he will also submit a woman
to a passive role to prove his agency as a man – an agency that has been taken away from
him due to his racialized self. Blake notes an important formal element in the text as she
points out that, “As narrator and focalizer of the scene, he [Piri; but I would argue Piri
and Thomas both] even speaks for her … Maintaining narrative control of the scene and
encounter, Piri’s authorial command subjugates the white prostitute” (105). The narrative
silence that puts her in a passive position is intensified by her forced silence in real life
when Piri leaves the room before she could actually speak. As a means to a purpose, she
is completely devoid of subjectivity and power. Moreover, she is not given the
opportunity to question Piri’s self-identification as a black man (understood in this scene
as equal to African American). In an act of self-preservation, given the pre-Civil Rights
Movement context, she could have attempted to claim him as Puerto Rican to avoid the
stigma of having had a sexual encounter with a black man. However, as Irigaray would
remind us, there is no place in patriarchal societies (as the one depicted in the memoir) to
question decisions that are made among men. As Blake indicates, “the issue of racial
identity, belonging, and exclusion is waged among men (the clerk, the Mexican broker,
and Puerto Rican Piri) in a remix of … a homosocial contract” (106). Piri must do onto
(to borrow Sánchez’s choice of words) a woman what white men do onto him in order to
recover, ever so slightly and only ever so temporally, his sense of self and subjectivity.
Interestingly enough, the only two occasions in which he directly or by
association calls himself ‘a nigger’ are related to sex: here, and much earlier on when he
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answers back to a white adolescent that it was them, black kids, that were having sex with
his mother.
“By a black man.” Those are his last words as he rushes away from the brothel
into the safety of the ship. So, has Piri concluded that he is indeed black? Has he come to
accept the white/black dichotomy that he has tried to question all along? I argue that he
has not concluded to identify himself as only a black man. In American society, neither
of these labels accept modifiers; the binary is valid because it can only accept two
opposing sides that are not allowed to have subcategories. In the last incident, Piri does
declare himself “a black man,” with no modifiers, making us believe that he has accepted
being identified and identifying himself as black. However, there are two other moments
that force us to question this conclusion.
When still in Norfolk, Virginia, Piri and Brew meet a young adult who identifies
himself as “really only one-eighth colored” (173) from Pennsylvania. Gerald Andrew
West is in Norfolk as he wants to write a book51 about “‘the warmth and harmony of the
Southern Negro, their wonderful capacity for laughter and strength, their spiritual
closeness to God …expressing faith through their gospel singing … to capture on paper
the richness of their poverty and their belief in living … that despite their burdens they
are working with the white man toward a productive relationship’” (170). Needless to
say, these motives did not sit well with Brew, who drills Gerald with questions to make

Sosa-Velasco, among others, has claimed that in a metanarrative moment, Thomas’
memoir can be ‘read’ as Gerald’s proposed book (289). Even though I agree with the
critic that by the act of writing both characters would gain subjectivity, based on the
description of Gerald’s future book, I am not convinced that Down These Mean Streets is
indeed that book.
51
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him uncomfortable but also to push him to get more in touch with his African heritage.
The reactions and answers that he gets from Gerald are quite telling:
I believe in the right of the individual to feel and think – and choose – as he
pleases. If I do not choose to be a Negro, as you have gathered, this is my right,
and I don’t think you can ask or fight for your rights while denying someone
else’s. … It’s true I don’t look like a true Caucasian, but neither do I look like a
true Negro. So I ask you, if a white man can be a Negro if he has some Negro
blood in him, why can’t a Negro be a white man if he has white blood in him? …
I believe the Negro has the burden of his black skin. … And I believe the white
man has the burden of his white skin. But people like me have the burden of both.
… The white man is perfectly willing for people like me to be Negroes. In fact, he
insists upon it. Yet, the Negro won’t let us be white. In fact, he forbids it. But I
would like you to know that if, because of genetic interbreeding, I cannot truly
identify with white or black, I have the right to identify with whatever race or
nationality approximates my emotional feeling and physical characteristics. If I
feel comfortable being of Spanish extraction, then that’s what I’ll be … And I
found out tonight that I am out of place. Not as a human being, but as a member
of your race. I will say that you hit it on the head when you insinuated that I was
trying to be a Puerto Rican so I could make the next step to white. You’re right! I
feel white, Mr. Johnson; I look white; I think white; therefore I am white.
(176,177, italics original)
Thomas, as the author, makes conscious decisions on what stories to include in
his memoir. The fact that he retells this encounter, which in fact reads as a soliloquy

186

given that the space and time blur into the background and Piri and Brew are completely
silent; Piri will nod as Gerald leaves the table but Brew will ignore him completely (178),
in so much detail even when Piri has a very small participation is quite significant: it
allows us to see another example of a man going through a struggle similar to Piri’s and
therefore, better understand the complexities and fallacies of a binary system that
becomes excluding for so many. Clearly, the author wants the readers to better
understand the limitations of the dominant racial discourse of the nineteen-forties (and
earlier, of course) when this incident takes place and highlight his readership’s possible
compliance with it during the late sixties when the memoir is first published. SosaVelasco expands on this idea by stating that Piri “defines himself by confronting the
Other that, acting as a mediator in the process of self-formation, allows him to
differentiate himself from the Other and constitute himself as a subject” (289,290).
Thomas, then, uses this opportunity not only to demonstrate a shared frustration over an
imposed and imposing racial discourse but also to give Piri agency over his journey to
subjectivity through a development in his racial consciousness. There is so much material
to unpack in this long quote that we must pause and analyze it in detail.
First of all, Gerald is the end-product of generations of “genetic interbreeding”
which includes Caucasian, African, Asian, and Hispanic roots. Given this genetic
composition, it seems understandable that he finds it difficult to label himself under only
one racial category. Caminero-Santangelo borrows Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of
borderlands to state that Gerald “[inhabits] ‘borderlands’ among racial, ethnic, national
… categories,” which would posit Gerald’s point of view within a “contemporary,
poststructural critical context in which stable, fixed, and singular notions of identity have
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been challenged” (MELUS, 205). That is to say, Gerald would seem to be ahead of his
time as he apparently advocates for complete individual freedom to (racially) selfidentify. If we were to focus only on the first part of this long speech, we would seem to
agree that Gerald takes Piri’s questioning and testing of racial lines a step further by
assigning each person full authority to label himself/herself freely. Of course, for this
power to actually be effective and not cause complete chaos, everyone should agree and
‘play by the same rules;’ segregation, discrimination, and racial hierarchies would have to
disappear to create an utopian society of equals. A complete overhaul of the then-current
social paradigm would have been required to be replaced by one based on the premise
that race does not exist.
Secondly, Gerald’s conception of race is based on science rather that culture. His
argument refers back to the One-Drop Rule created by the white hegemonic elite to keep
itself in power and perpetuate a social hierarchy that benefits and protects it.
Furthermore, Gerald speaks of “true Caucasian” and “true Negro,” brings forward the
notion of race purity as the highest standard of racial identification, another aspect of a
biology-based concept of race. However, he seems to turn this discourse ‘upside down’
when he claims that the One-Drop Rule should apply both ways, a quite radical
announcement that, once again, would posit his ideas of race ahead of his time.
Caminero-Satangelo states that, “In the debate over ‘race,’” many scholars highlight “the
importance of taking into account the context within which, and purposes for which,
racial discourse is deployed. [Gayle] Wald seeks … a focus on pragmatics in studying
how ‘subjects appropriate ‘race,’ a discourse they do not control, for their own needs,
whishes, and interests’ (10)” (MELUS, 208). This idea applies to Gerald as he uses the
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popular (as opposed to academic discourse that has already disqualified the biological
roots of ‘race’ even when this conversation takes time in the forties) notions of race to
help him achieve his ‘racial goal.’ At first, that goal appears to be complete racial
freedom to identify oneself with any label each individual sees fit. However, the second
part of his speech presents a very different positioning and, thus, ‘racial goal,’ which
brings us to the third and most important point.
Contrary to what he wants us to think, especially if we focus on the two points
above, Gerald’s approach to race and racial (self-)identification is, in fact, quite
conservative. The first part of his statement intends to hide or disguise his true feelings
and ideas, which come to light in the second part of his speech. Gerald wants to be white
because he understands that that racial category is superior to the rest. As CamineroSantangelo explains, “Gerald … is motivated by his own desire to assert privilege and
distance from African Americans,” (MELUS, 217) an attitude that we have also seen
from US Afro-Latinos, and Latinos in general, as represented by the critical analysis in
this project but also in the popular discourse on the streets.52 However, because Gerald is
not a “true Caucasian,” he attempts to make the One-Drop Rule work for him to allow
him to call himself white. He does declare himself to be white, as we see in the quote
above. Yet, when earlier in the evening Brew asks him if he has been perceived as
“Caucasian” (174) by others, Gerald must confess that he is “always being mistaken for
one of Spanish, uh, origin, or Puerto Rican. It’s the same thing … Yes, I probably have
been taken for white” (175, italics added). Caucasian is a very exclusive label to which
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only pure whites from an Anglo-Saxon origin have access. Gerald understand this, as
shown by a circumventive answer that takes him from Spanish to Puerto Rican to white,
but not to Caucasian. That label is clearly off-limits even for himself. Even if his
proposed reversal of the One-Drop Rule were successful, he would be able to claim
whiteness but ‘true Caucasianism.’ Therefore, he functions under his ‘second best’
option: he highlights his (minor) Hispanic heritage to call himself ‘Spanish,’ as he sees
this label a step closer to the ‘white’ label for which he yearns given his “seeming
insistence that Hispanic ethnicity exempts one from classification as black” (CamineroSantangelo, MELUS, 218).
Both Gerald and Piri are trying to break down a dichotomy that does not include
them, that does not represent them. Brew, on the other hand, does not question the binary
system; perhaps in a more realistic approach, he accepts it as the only system in place, the
only system that the white hegemonic powers are willing to allow as it preserves their
high standing on the social ladder. Brew wants to convince Piri and Gerald that in spite of
the cultural heritage of the former and the skin tone of the latter, they are both Negros (to
use his language) and that they cannot escape such label and identity. Their responses are
slightly different but grounded on the same principle: they both feel and place themselves
outside the binary.
Gerald does so by ignoring the One Drop Rule and identifying himself as
white/Spanish; Piri by adding a modifier to the label black. At the beginning of their
conversation, Gerald asks Piri if he is Puerto Rican. Piri answers, “‘Puerto Rican
moyeto.’” Gerald does not know what moyeto means so Piri says, “Negro.” “‘Oh – er –
do Puerto Ricans – er – consider themselves – uh – Negro?’” is Gerald’s follow up
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question, to which Piri answers, “‘I can only talk ‘bout me,’ I replied, ‘but como es, es
como se llama’” (173). Piri’s replies deserve our attention. First, he still identifies first as
Puerto Rican, signaling that that is indeed the label that best defines him. As he has
become more attuned with the American racial discourse, he does add a label to identify
him as black. Yet, he chooses a Spanish label to do so, ‘moyeto.’ Upon clarification, he
does say the word mean ‘Negro’ but his first instinct is to use the Spanish word. This is
significant not only because it emphasizes Piri’s Hispanic heritage but also because it
breaks with the white/black American dichotomy; it stands outside it and forces us to
think outside that binary. As we will see in Chapter 3, Esmeralda Santiago also uses a
Hispanic term to defy this binary. In her case, she uses the term ‘Trigueña’ to refer to
people with African heritage but of lighter skin tones. Both of these terms highlight the
idea of a spectrum rather than a binary and the fact that both authors are using them to
identify themselves in lieu of American terms (Negro, light-skinned or yellow-skinned)
brings to the fore front their attempt to stand within a different racial paradigm. Piri’s
second comment (“como es, es como se llama”) is also interesting. We can think of
another saying that resonates with his: ‘Hay que llamar a las cosas por su nombre’ (‘Call
a spade a spade’). Piri is trying to sound conclusive, implying that this is in fact who he
is. Then, ‘Puerto Rican moyeto’ is who he truly is, not black as understood in the
American racial paradigm. Perhaps subconsciously, Piri does tells us which label fits him
best. Unfortunately, this is not a label that is recognized, accepted, or valued in the
United States. Thus, his struggle continues: “‘I still can’t help feeling both paddy and
Negro. The weight feels even on both sides even if both sides wanna feel uneven’” (180),
he confesses to Brew as they embark in their journey to the Deep South.
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Years later, Piri is back in East Harlem fully embedded in a life of petty crimes
and drug abuse. A friend of his convinces him to do a ‘major job’ with some white guys.
Unfortunately, he gets caught by the police after he unknowingly kills an off-duty
policeman. On their way to the police station, one of the policemen asks Piri, “‘Do you
think it’s funny, you black bastard?’” Piri responds, “‘I thought I was Puerto Rican,’ I
whispered. ‘If you don’t mind, I’m a Puerto Rican black bastard’” (235). Here he does
use an American label, ‘black,’ but he still insists on being Puerto Rican, demonstrating
that he ultimately cannot let go or ignore his Hispanic heritage. If we remember those
first incidents with the Italian kids in which Piri recognizes himself as Puerto Rican to
these last incidents as a young adult, Piri has done a lot of thinking and questioning of
labels, identity markers, and a system that does not include him. At the end of this
metaphorical and literal journey, Piri is still standing at the blurry intersections of being
white, black, and Hispanic. As we have seen in Grillo’s chapter and as we will see in my
analysis of Santiago’s memoirs, all three authors are trapped within a racial paradigm that
does not allow them to escape the categories already put in place by a discourse of
coloniality of power/knowledge that perpetuates itself.
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CHAPTER 4
JUMPING RACIAL ROPES: CONSTRUCTING IDENTITIES THROUGH
GENDERED ROLES IN ESMERALDA SANTIAGO’S WHEN I WAS
PUERTO RICAN AND ALMOST A WOMAN
“My skin is richly toned, soft brown, trigueña we say in Puerto Rico, wheat-colored. Not
white, not black, trigueña is not a race. It is a blend of all races that have contributed to
my brownness. Trigueña is what, in the United States, makes me ‘Other.’” – Esmeralda
Santiago, Skin.
In this chapter I will explore the issues of identity formation for US Afro-Latina
women as they are experienced by the autobiographical characters created by Puerto
Rican author Esmeralda Santiago in her two memoirs When I was Puerto Rican (1993)
and Almost a Woman (1998). While some of the issues brought up by this author are
indeed similar to the questions that Evelio Grillo and Piri Thomas asked themselves in
their own memoirs, these women have an added extra layer to walk through: gender roles
and expectations. In fact, when male writers, such as Thomas, can be very
straightforward about his racial/ethnic identity, Santiago is forced to negotiate those
experiences through the always already present limitations of her gender. Furthermore, I
would like to focus on the role that mothers play in the reinforcement of patriarchal
expectations, brought from their home countries, that further interfere with the identity
construction process girls and then young women have to go through.
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Esmeralda Santiago was born in 1948 in San Juan, Puerto Rico but her family
moved to Macún when she was four years old. That was only the first move of many to
come. As her family grew in size –she is the oldest of eleven children– the problems
between her parents also became larger and more frequent, causing the mother and the
children to move back and forth between their family house and different temporary
housing arrangements in nearby neighborhoods or cities. Finally, in 1961, Esmeralda,
together with her mother and some of her siblings, moved permanently to the United
States. A year later, the rest of the siblings joined the family, which by now was living in
a very small apartment in New York City with Tata, their maternal grandmother, and Don
Julio, Tata’s partner. Santiago, who graduated from Harvard University after many years
of attending community colleges, started her writing career publishing articles and essays
in several periodicals and magazines. She has now published three memoirs (When I Was
Puerto Rican, Almost a Woman, and The Turkish Lover), two novels (America’s Dream
and Conquistadora), a children’s book, and has edited book-length anthologies.53
Esmeralda’s concerns and ambivalence towards her own racial and cultural
identities are a connecting threat throughout the two memoirs I am going to study in this
chapter. Of course, these thoughts and preoccupations are expressed differently
depending on her age and/or location, whether she is in Puerto Rico or in the United
States.54 It is important to note here that even though Santiago writes both
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The biographical information included here has been summarized from her memoirs as
well as from interviews. See Conversations with Ilan Stavans and Puerto Rican Voices in
English.
54
Following the same format as in previous chapters, I will use the first name,
‘Esmeralda’ or the nickname, ‘Negi,’ to refer to the character and I will reserve the use of
the last name, ‘Santiago,’ to refer to the author of the text.
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autobiographical novels as an adult and in the United States, in When I was a Puerto
Rican her autobiographical character Esmeralda narrates the story from her vantage point,
i.e. that of a young girl in the island. It is only at the very end of this first memoir that
Esmeralda moves to the United States. In the second memoir, even though it recapitulates
some of the last years already shared in the When I was a Puerto Rican, the Esmeralda
that tells the story is a more mature, perhaps adult, character as it is reflected by her
observations and general attitudes towards issues of race and identity formation.
Esmeralda’s first questioning of her identity relates to her skin color and how it
places her in relationship with her community and family. In a passage early on in When I
was a Puerto Rican, Esmeralda, still a little girl, is having a conversation with her mother
regarding nicknames. She feels less special than her two sisters as both of them have
nicknames but she does not, or so she believes. As everyone calls her ‘Negi’ she has
always assumed that that is her real name when, in fact, it is indeed her nickname and
Esmeralda is her actual name. This anecdote allows Santiago to include descriptions of
the three girls, through Esmeralda’s eyes: “Delsa’s black curly hair framed a heart-shaped
face with tiny pouty lips and round eyes thick with lashes. Mami called her Muñequita,
Little Doll. Norma’s hair was the color of clay, her yellow eyes slanted at the corners,
and her skin glowed the same color as the inside of a yam. Mami called her La Colorá,
the red girl” (13). After these more objective though poetic descriptions, Esmeralda
continues describing her sisters but this time she does so in relationship to herself and her
parents. She tells us that,
Delsa was darker than I was, nutty brown, but not as sun ripened as Papi. Norma
was lighter, rust colored, and not as pale as Mami, whose skin was pink. Norma’s
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yellow eyes with black pupils look like sunflowers. Delsa had black eyes. I’d
never seen my eyes, because the only mirror in the house was hung up too high
for me to reach. I touched my hair, which was not curly like Delsa’s, not pasita,
raisined like Papi’s. Mami cut it short whenever it grew into my eyes, but I’d seen
dark brown wisps by my cheeks and near my temples. (13)
A careful reading of these passages gives us insight on how important skin color
and hair texture is to Esmeralda; she needs to make the distinction that her skin is not as
dark as Delsa’s and that her hair is not ‘pasita’ either. However, she is aware that her skin
is not ‘golden yam’ or ‘pink.’ The detailed, colorful, and almost poetic descriptions that
Santiago includes here make it clear that a simple distinction between black and white is
not sufficient to understand the subtleties of racial identities in the Puerto Rican society
both in a larger context and in the domestic sphere. Santiago’s descriptions remind us of
Thomas’ depictions of his own family as he also marks the different variations of skin
color and physical features. In the call for action published by the Afro-Puerto Rican
Testimony Project, “we [Afro-Puerto Ricans] have been conditioned, from an early age,
to give credence to the dogma that as a result of this so-called fusion, we are all ‘equal’”
(Afro-Latin@ Reader, 510). The innocence of a child describing her family is not enough
to mask the internalized myth of racial harmony in the island. Esmeralda’s follow-up
question for her mother cannot be ignored. Once her mother tells her that ‘Negi’ is indeed
her nickname “Because when you were little you were so black, my mother said you
were a negrita. And we all called you Negrita, and it got shortened to Negi,” Esmeralda
asks, “So Negi means I’m black?” Her mother quickly replies, “It’s a sweet name because
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we love you” (13), a response that seems to imply that love negates the negative
connotations of skin color.
Her nickname, as the mother had just explained, indeed refers to Esmeralda’s
dark, or black, skin color; yet the mother, fully aware of the negative implications of
having a nickname based on skin color, prefers to make reference to the love her family
has for Esmeralda and silencing any other questions Esmeralda might have had. While I
focused on the mother’s reply, it is as important to focus on Esmeralda’s question itself.
Even though she is a little girl, she is already very much aware of the importance of racial
labels. Even though she has a clear understanding of the different skin tones within her
family, her last question has less to do with skin color and more to do with labelling:
Esmeralda does not want to be labelled, via a nickname, as ‘black.’ “Muñequita” and “La
colorá”, perhaps in a more indirect way, also refer to physical description but they do not
carry the same connotations imbedded in Esmeralda’s nickname and Esmeralda
recognizes that difference. The fact that a child already understands the negative
associations made towards blackness (even in the Puerto Rican context, without taking
into consideration the negativity associated to blackness in the United States) is indicative
that the image of ‘rainbow people’ (Clara Rodríguez) is far from representing reality.
Based on the findings of their ethnological fieldwork, Hordge-Freeman and Veras
observe that, “comments about … racialized bodies in their [participants] families were
among the earliest memories. A thoroughly gendered process, mothers, aunts, and
grandmothers performed the dominant role of transmitting racialized messages that
policed the bodies of Afro-Latinxs, and according to respondents, they often did so in
ways that normalized colorism” (151). These scholars bring to the foreground the
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importance that the mother-figure plays in imposing a racial discourse onto the bodies of
their offspring while highlighting the imbedded preference for whiteness. This question,
presented so early in the first memoir, will be one that will be repeated, in different
forms, throughout the two autobiographical texts. Moreover, Santiago will emphasize the
even greater importance that racial labels hold in the United States, where the white/black
dichotomy is so central to racial relationships.
Labels, and not only racial ones, are an intrinsic part of the identity construction
process that societies at large, as well as individuals go through. Santiago introduces
another identity binary that will be disrupted as Esmeralda grows up and moves to the
United States: Americans and Puerto Ricans are introduced as two separate and distinct
groups. The (neo-)colonial political and economic relationships between the two
countries impose upon their citizens’ relations and connections that would not happen
otherwise. In an interview with Carmen Dolores Hernández, Santiago confesses that, “I
don’t know of any Puerto Rican who wants to be an American. Every Puerto Rican I
know wants to be Puerto Rican. And even though we’re American citizens, this has a
different meaning to us than to Americans” (166). The advantages of citizenship, which
most other migrants do not have (at least not in the same way Puerto Ricans do), are not
enough to construct a sense of belonging to the United States as their nation-state. These
reservations, though, are felt by all parties involved: Americans in the United States and
Puerto Ricans in the island and in the mainland. Several passages help us analyze these
bonds in detail. The protectionist, almost paternalistic role that the United States
performs is perceived as imperialistic by some of the locals. For example, as Esmeralda
tells Doña Lola, a neighbor, that Americans are bringing services such as paved roads and
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electricity to the neighborhood, Doña Lola comments, “the Americanos will come
looking for artesanías” (When, 55, italics original), expressing, first, that she does not
believe these services will actually come to the region but, secondly and more
importantly, her views on trade and tourism. In Doña Lola’s opinion, Americans are not
interested in the well-being and development of Puerto Ricans but see the island as a
tourist destination where they can buy crafts and souvenirs.
This is a first glimpse on the complicated relationship between the United States
and Puerto Rico. The frequently cited and studied chapter named ‘The American
Invasion of Macún’ reads as a political commentary as the United States’ presence in the
island increases in an overwhelming manner. Set in the mid-1950s, when President
Eisenhower was running for election, this chapter allows us to read into the paternalistic
approach towards the island on the one hand, and the different attitudes Puerto Ricans
have towards the United States, on the other. Furthermore, an important dialogue in this
chapter allows us to discuss issues of labeling and identity at the individual and national
level; issues that will get more complex and challenging once Esmeralda moves to the
United States. The States’ involvement in Macún centered, mostly, in services, education,
and health care. As Esmeralda tells us, starting on the day that a new teacher arrived, all
the students were to go to the “centro comunal before school to get breakfast, provided
by the Estado Libre Asosciado, or Free Associated State, which was the official name for
Puerto Rico in the Estados Unidos, or in English, the Jun-ited Estates of America” (64,
italics original). This is the first time that Esmeralda mentions the ‘official’ name of her
country but as Santiago uses the narrative technique of reported speech, we have to pause
to think whether this is Esmeralda’s or the teacher’s language spreading a message
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imposed by the imperialistic power. Regardless, the significance of this comments lays in
Esmeralda’s awareness that her ‘Puerto Rico’ actually has a different name that denotes
its relationship of coloniality of power (Quijano); the adjective ‘official’ legitimatizes
that relationship.
Clearly, the United States wants to emphasize a sense of belonging: the island
belonging to the mainland but not necessarily, Puerto Ricans belonging in the United
States. In another effort to extend education and health care services to the locals,
representatives from the US Health Department organized a workshop at the local school.
Due to lack of understanding of the reality of these families (working fathers, large
number of kids, no day care available), the mothers attended the workshop with their
children, against the given recommendations. Thus, Esmeralda shares some of the main
points of the workshop, such as vaccinations and oral hygiene. More interestingly, she
shares more details on the nutrition section of the training. She tells us that one of the
American men affirms that, “‘La buena nutrition is muy importante para los niños’” (66)
and then she goes on,
In heavily accented, hard to understand Castilian Spanish he described the
necessity of eating portions of each of the foods in his chart every day. There
were carrots and broccoli, iceberg lettuce, apples, pears, and peaches. The bread
was sliced into a perfect square, unlike the long loaves that Papi brought home
from a bakery in San Juan, or the round, pan de manteca Mami bought at Vitín’s
store. There was no rice on the charts, no beans, no salted codfish. There were big
white eggs, not at all like the small round ones our hens gave us. There were
wedges of yellow cheese, but no balls of cheese like the white queso de país
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wrapped in banana leaves sold in bakeries all over Puerto Rico. There were
bananas but no plantains, potatoes but no batatas, cereal flakes but no oatmeal,
bacon but no sausages. (66, italics original)
The paternalistic attitude of the United States could not be any clearer than in this
passage as two health professionals come to Macún to teach mothers about nutrition, as if
they did not know how to feed their families. Yet, the most striking detail of this passage
is the American attempt to extend their own views on nutrition and healthy habits without
understanding and appreciating the local variety of produce and food items, as Esmeralda
smartly points out. If we rely, as I have been doing in this project as a whole, in
Foucault’s concept of discourse, we can see how the United States is using this
opportunity as a tool to control the access to power/knowledge and thus perpetuate the
relationship of coloniality between both territories. Later, Esmeralda comments on how
mothers were given big sacks with canned and processed foods, typical of the American
diet of the time but completely unnecessary given the abundance and easy accessibility to
fresh ingredients. The United States exports and implements a plan of action that looks
good on paper – it was an election year after all – but ignores the real priorities of Puerto
Ricans. The United States fails to look critically at the needs of Puerto Ricans,
understanding the differences between the mainland and the island and adapting their
social plans to this specific reality. To be able to accomplish this, the United States would
have to appreciate the differences and devise specific plans for Puerto Rico but that
would demand valuing Puerto Rico for its uniqueness and not simply seeing it as an
extension of the mainland. An intrinsic care in the well-being of Puerto Ricans would
also be imperative but as we learn later on, once the elections were over, the cafeteria
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services stopped and the paved roads, electricity, and other services took quite a few
years to arrive at Macún. Even though Santiago tends not to get political in this memoir,
in this chapter she does allow herself to present certain criticisms to the paternalistic and
imperialistic approach the United States present towards Puerto Rico. In fact, much of the
criticism that Santiago has received for her first work is related to a perceived (by critics)
assimilationist attitude on the author’s part (Socolovsky). However, it is in chapters like
this one that Santiago’s critique to the United States/Puerto Rico relations come to the
foreground. Shielded behind Esmeralda’s eyes and voice, Santiago manages to express
her discontent towards these policies. Furthermore, and based on studying this chapter in
particular, Socolovsky brings attention to another point: the intertwined relationship
between the two countries and the effects that this relationship has on the subjectivity of
the Puerto Rican people. She explains that “the United States’ colonial presence in Puerto
Rico accounts for the inseparability of the U.S. Puerto Rican nation-spaces and identities”
(132). During her time in the island and even after moving and settling in the mainland,
Esmeralda attempts to reconcile these two nation-spaces, which prompted scholars to
criticize her work as an assimilationist story of success (Socolovsky) even though she is
unsuccessful. Socolovsky argues that a more productive way of looking at
Santiago/Esmeralda’s approach to identity formation is “by troubling normative
definitions of U.S. identity and ultimately imagining herself as a binational U.S. Puerto
Rican citizen” (128). Even though I do agree with Socolovsky in Santiago’s efforts to
position herself at a crossroads intersection, my analysis of her memoirs shows that the
position of intersectionality demands, as the scholar mentions, a restructuring of the
identity classification process that America at large is not ready to undermine. In the
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trajectory of most of the twentieth century, as studied by the work of Grillo, Thomas, and
Santiago, the identity categories have remained the same. That is not to say that their
efforts were in vain; they did push the boundaries of racial and national identities by the
act of writing and narrating their stories. Yet, although they might see themselves as
‘binational US Puerto Rican/Cuban citizens,’ they might not be perceived as such by the
society at large. My second critique is based on issues of race since they are always
present. Santiago, and the other authors mentioned here as well, cannot ignore (and she
does not) the fact that her skin color and phenotypical description is always going to play
a role in how she is perceived and treated in the United States by the American society,
including other minority and diasporic communities. Thus, her ‘troubling of normative
definitions’ must be negotiated through questions of race and racial (self-)identification.
The stronger, more prominent American presence in the island brought up not
only cultural differences but also issues of identity and label markers. In this context and
prompted after a discussion she had with a classmate at school regarding imperialism,
Esmeralda has a deep conversation with her father on what imperialism means and the
complicated political relationship between the United States and Puerto Rico. She
understands that Puerto Rico is a member of the Commonwealth and that as such, it is
tightly connected to the United States and its history, politics, economics, and culture.
Amidst this conversation, this dialogue merits to be quoted here:
‘Is that why they teach us English in school, so we can speak like them?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, I’m not going to learn English so I don’t become American.’
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He chuckled. ‘Being American is not just a language, Negrita, it’s a lot of other
things.’
‘Like what?’
He scratched his head. ‘Like the food you eat…the music you listen to… the
things you believe in.’
…
‘Why do people call Americanos gringos?’
‘We call them gringos, they call us spiks.’
‘What does that mean?’
… ‘There are many Puerto Ricans in New York, and when someone asks them a
question they say, ‘I don spik inglish’ instead of ‘I don’t speak English.’ They
make fun of our accent.’
‘Americanos talk funny when they speak in Spanish.’ (73)
This passage shows the intrinsic connections between language, culture, and identity.
Language seems to be Esmeralda’s largest concern as she believes that speaking like
them (English) will make her be one of them. Thus, her refusal to learn the language.
However, due to her young age, she does not realize that English is only one element of
the belief-system that is being imposed on Puerto Ricans until her father explains that
being American is much more than language. Even though Santiago does not explicitly
make the connection, the fact that the kitchen cabinets are now filled with canned and
foreign food items exported from the United States clearly supports her father’s statement
on the influence food can have on the construct of a national identity.
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We must mention here that Esmeralda’s rejection of English and of ‘becoming’
American is extremely important in the larger context of this memoir and Santiago’s
second memoir Almost a Woman, which will be analyzed later in this chapter. In a few
years, she will be forced to move to the United States, learn English, and become
Americanized, if not American, in order to survive and excel in her new homeland. As
she grows up in the United States, Esmeralda will have to learn how to walk a thin and
blurry line between being/becoming American and Puerto Rican but this dialogue is the
first instance in which she becomes aware of the difference/relationship between the two.
The second part of this conversation brings to our attention the importance of labels as
markers of identity. While Esmeralda uses ‘Americano’ as a neutral label, simply
marking origin (even though it could be argued that Estadounidense would be the most
accurate label; her use of ‘Americano’ already implies a world-order in which the United
States takes center stage), the other two labels, ‘gringos’ and ‘spiks,’ already imply
negative connotations that allow us to see the deeper layers of conflict between Puerto
Ricans and Americans. The political ties that join these two countries do not translate to
the day-to-day of the peoples living in each of these places. The word ‘spik’ is
intrinsically pejorative as it not only marks difference or foreignness but also alludes to a
lack of language skills which is equated to a lack of knowledge or intelligence. Therefore,
it establishes a social order of superiority/inferiority that will determine the sociopolitical and economic place of a group over another. Furthermore, as we see from an
anecdote from this memoir once Esmeralda is in the United States, ‘spik’ is used as a
generalizing label to refer to all immigrants whose native language is Spanish, erasing the
singularities of the different minority groups. A lady at a welfare office asked Esmeralda
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to translate for her. The lady pretended to be Puerto Rican in order to “reap the benefits
of American citizenship” (250). This lady noted that, “‘These gringos don’t know the
difference anyway. To them we’re all spiks’” (250). The word/label ‘spik’ fulfills two
purposes, then: to establish a social order of superiority/inferiority by mocking the way of
speaking of immigrants and by extending that mocking to signify lack of intelligence, and
by grouping Hispanic immigrants/migrants in one category regardless of their specific
countries of origin. Not even American citizenship (as it is the case of Puerto Ricans) can
save them from this label. It is worth pointing out that the lady’s sentiment towards
Americans is also defined by the pejorative use of the label ‘gringo,’ as she also
generalizes their attitude towards the Spanish-speaking community.
The tumultuous and unsettling years that followed in Esmeralda’s and her
family’s lives take center stage for a significant part of the memoir. Her parents’
relationship had deteriorated so much that her mother moved in and out of the house
several times in the next few years. Furthermore, one of the younger siblings had a
bicycle accident in which he seriously injured his foot. Esmeralda’s mother solely
focused on Raymond’s recovery, eventually taking him to the United States for medical
care. During this period of time, Esmeralda, as the oldest daughter, was forced to fulfill
the responsibilities of the mother and take care of her father and siblings in Puerto Rico.
Her daily activities kept her busy so that she did not have time to ponder on ideas and
issues of identity. Her harsh reality, defined by lack and want, seemed to be already too
much for a young girl. Her silence on this matter is indeed quite telling as it hints to the
expectations of female gender roles. Esmeralda, like generations of women before her,
was brought up to unquestionably fulfill the household duties even at a young age. In the
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essay “The Madwoman in the Attic,” Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar share that,
“[b]efore we women can write, declared Virginia Woolf, we must ‘kill’ the ‘angel in the
house’” (Rivkin, 812). The domestic space/place engulfs and overpowers Esmeralda,
preventing her from having the space/place/time to think and ponder about important
issues. Those moments of space and time are a luxury for women in general and in
particular for marginalized women/girls such as Santiago/Esmeralda. Her physical reality
is going to be completely and suddenly shaken when her mother comes back from the
United States only to gather Esmeralda and the youngest siblings and move permanently
back to the United States. The new domestic place she is to inhabit in New York City will
force her to question issues of (racial) identity and gender performance out of necessity
but it will not be until her years at Harvard University that she will have ‘a room of her
own’ to write her experience.
Santiago summarizes the drastic change that Esmeralda is about to experience in
few but extremely powerful words: “The Puerto Rican jíbara who longed for the green
quiet of a tropical afternoon was to become a hybrid who would never forgive the
uprooting” (209). It is essential that we study this quote in detail as it encompasses the
intricacies and complexities of identity formation. This is the last time that she
unquestionably sees and labels herself Puerto Rican as a marker of origin, nationality,
and ethnicity. Soon after arriving in the United States she witnesses and realizes the
complexities of categorizing groups of people by the use of labels always charged with
meaning and hiding/exposing a different system of racial/origin identification that is
grounded on the white/black binary. From using a concrete marker of identity, a
nationality, Santiago moves to use the most ambiguous and general, yet complex, word to
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define what Esmeralda is to come: a hybrid. Neither the former nor the latter approach
introduced by Santiago here are uncommon among Latin American migrants in the
United States. As I have analyzed in detail in my theoretical frame, sociological studies
based on data collected from different census and fieldwork, confirm that notions of
nationality and mestizaje collide to, perhaps unavertedly, disrupt the US racial schema
based on a white/black exclusionist dichotomy. However, the hybridity Santiago
mentions here does not refer to mestizaje but to an in-between space/place between the
island and the mainland. Compared to Thomas, Santiago’s questions on (racial) identity
are much more connected to issues of national and ethnic labels, which – needless to say
– are already marked by a normative discourse on race. In the same interview mentioned
earlier in this chapter, Santiago confesses that, “Even though we’re [Puerto Ricans living
in the United States] in the continent, we are still little islands within the continent”
(Hernández, 166). In poetic language, she references the hybrid space of in-betweenness,
as if the two geographical formations superimposed onto each other but not becoming
one another. A hybrid is destined to live in the spaces in-between, in the uncertainties of
being and not being, of becoming and not becoming. Santiago/Esmeralda is now forced
to live in this space of hybridity and ambiguity: in the United States, her Puerto Rican
label gets erased as she is grouped with other Hispanic minorities even though white
Hispanics do not see her as one of their own. African Americans do not fully accept her
as one of them either even when she is perceived as black by the community at large.
Finally, label ‘American’ without hyphens is reserved for white Americans born in the
continental United States only so she definitely does not belong in that group either. Her
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native language, her skin color, and her origin exclude her even though she holds an
American passport in her hands.
Two other important points are worth mentioning here. First, Santiago’s use of the
third person. Santiago narrates her memoir in the first person and includes a significant
amount of dialogues and conversations to break the monotony of the narration and to
allow the young Esmeralda to speak for herself. Santiago, as she constructs this memoir,
reconstructs her memories of childhood and takes her readers with her. Therefore, the
reader understands that the stories told as Esmeralda the child are in fact told by
Esmeralda the adult and mediated through Santiago the author. One also understands the
fictionalized dialogues included in the narration. It is safe to assume that Santiago, or
Esmeralda the adult, does not remember verbatim the dialogues that she includes in her
text but that she uses an anecdote, experience, or moment that indeed happened, to create
the lines. The previous quote from the memoir, then, does not fit with the narrative style
of the text. On the contrary, it stands out from the rest. Of course, this stylistic choice is
not arbitrary. Santiago emphasizes the importance that this event has in her life by the
formal element that she chooses. As important as the use of the third person is the use of
the grammatically passive use of “was to become.” This grammatical structures
highlights or mimics the lack of agency that Esmeralda has, both at this point in her life
(leaving Puerto Rico is not her choice) and in the future once in the United States. As
Santiago presents it, hybridity is the unescapable reality for migrants, for those that leave
their home countries to settle in new lands. It is not by choice that one becomes a hybrid
but by the nature of migrancy, dislocation, and uprootedness.
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“Never forgive the uprooting,” Santiago says. Santiago the author, Esmeralda the
adult, Esmeralda the child cannot/ will not ever forgive the uprooting. Uprooting is an
image commonly used to describe the migrant movements because it illuminates the
hardships of migrancy. Migrants do not simply leave their homelands; they are forced out
of their lands leaving their roots behind. There is a violent move hidden in this imagery
as well; not a violence perpetrated by another person but by the force of the experience
itself. The deep roots that stay grounded in the homeland – those that include family,
language, culture, history – act as a pull for the migrant, as a constant reminder of what
was left behind. And even though as time goes by, the migrant can start to develop new
roots in the new home, those ‘original’ roots always have power over the migrant. Thus,
the feeling of nostalgia for the homeland. Susan Stanford Friedman, in her article “Bodies
on the Move: A Poetics of Home and Diaspora,” asks herself, “Is home a place? A
memory? An ideal? An imagined place? The black hole of desire?” (195) and answers
her own questions by claiming that, “Born of displacement, diasporas spawn the creation
of an imaginary homeland, a placed of fixed location and identity. ‘Home is an idea,’
Janet Zandy writes, ‘an inner geography where the ache to belong finally quits, where
there is no sense of ‘otherness,’ where there is, at last, a community’” (195). Her
commentary is fitting here to explain Santiago’s comment since before moving to the
mainland, Esmeralda had never experienced the feeling of otherness, of non-belonging
that will be central to her experience in the United States. The sense of community she
enjoyed in the island, transmitted via the narration of many communal anecdotes, will
never be (re)created in the same way in the United States, where her communal circle is
limited and highly restricted. Furthermore, Friedman’s observations remind us of Piri
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Thomas’s mother and her comment on how important community was for her in the
island. Both migrants, benefitting from a vantage point distant in time and place, value
the sense of community and belonging that has not moved with them to the mainland.
Esmeralda the adult can never go back to her childhood home, to that “green quiet of a
tropical afternoon” (209).55 Only Santiago the author, through her writing and evocation
of Esmeralda the child can revisit that place/space but only by recreating a fictionalized
reconstruction of that time. Friedman also refers to the importance of the act of writing
for migrant and diasporic communities. She states that, “Home is created in the act of
writing about what has been lost in leaving and what has been gained in moving from
place to place. ‘Migration,’ Davies continues, ‘creates the desire for home, which in turn
produces the rewriting of home’” (206). This claim applies to Santiago in two different
levels. First, the idea(l) of home gets written as the island of Puerto Rico after her leaving
the island and moving to the mainland. On a second level, if we extend the concept of
migration to internal migration and we remember that Esmeralda’s family moved
consistently from house to house both in Puerto Rico and the United States, we further
understand the (re)writing of the childhood home – the one with dust floors, an outhouse,
and the most delicious fruits – as the ultimate version of home – the one to which no one
can returned to, except through the act of (re)writing.
While in her last years in the island, Esmeralda does not seem concerned with
racial differences, both due to the hardships in her family life and, in a larger context, due
to the apparent homogenous racial composition of Puerto Ricans. As we saw in the first

The image presented here reminds us of Thomas’ mother as she also describes her
island in terms of quiet and greenery. The similarities of the images reinforce the
nostalgic view that migrants, generations apart, have of their homeland.
55
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few pages of this chapter, Esmeralda recognizes the different skin tones within her family
and questions/understands the different connotations that skin tones have in the social
construct; however, those observations can be understood as part of the dominant
discourse of mestizaje and the ‘Puerto Rican race’ that resulted from such process of
hybridization. The Afro-Puerto Rican Testimonies Project denounces “the firmly
entrenched myth of a homogenous and singular Puerto Rican ‘race,’ which allegedly
resulted from the harmonious fusion of Taínos, the Spanish, and the Africans. … The socalled harmonious integrations of the ‘three races’ stemmed from the imposition of
Eurocentric power over the Taínos and the Africans” (510). Aside from its strong – and
very valid – call for action, the Project highlights the fictionality of the normative
discourse on race that prevails in Puerto Rico where many take the idea of a ‘Puerto
Rican race’ at face-value without questioning the implications and motivations behind the
concept. Esmeralda, most probably unaware of the technical term, was living under a
‘continuum racial schema (Roth) that “includes racial terms in between Black and White”
(Roth, 17) and whose “basis for racial distinctions is not ancestry but phenotype and
social factors” (Roth, 19).
This is abruptly going to change as soon as she arrives in the United States, where
the ‘Binary U.S. schema’ is the valid and valued understanding of race. This schema
“includes only the categories White and Black, with any racial mixture classified as
Black” (Roth, 17). In his book, Segregated Miscegenation, Carlos Hiraldo claims that
“Latino authors who have a racial identity based on hybridity confront a chasm between
the traditionally more nuanced Latin America view of race and the prevalent U.S. ‘one
drop’ rule that defines a person of any traceable African ancestry as black” (86). Indeed,
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Santiago will try to bridge the gap created by the phycological and emotional sense of
dislocation and non-belonging created by this ‘chasm.’ Since her family settled in New
York City, a cosmopolitan enclave, her worldview changed almost immediately upon
arrival. Esmeralda herself tells us, “In Puerto Rico the only foreigners I’d been aware of
were Americanos. In two days in Brooklyn I had already encountered Jewish people, and
now Italians” (225). Quickly enough, then, she encounters peoples from different
countries and of different religions. As an extension of the dynamics she sees taking
place at school, she now also understands the complicated relationships among the
different minority groups in New York City. In a city composed by a white majority and
several minority groups (not all of them migrants, though), the most complicated
relationships take place between the minority groups as each of them try to establish
themselves as the dominant minority group in an effort to enjoy some of the benefits of
the white majority, as the findings cited by sociologists in Chapter 1 confirm. There are
differences and problems even within any one particular group, as Esmeralda notices as
well: “There were two kinds of Puerto Ricans in school: the newly arrived, like myself,
and the ones born in Brooklyn of Puerto Rican parents. The two types didn’t mix. The
Brooklyn Puerto Ricans spoke English, and often no Spanish at all” (230). Language
finds its way back to the center of the discussion here. The first-generation immigrants,
who have recently moved to the United States, still hold stronger ties to the island, and
those ties are expressed by their preference to continue using their native tongue. The use
of Spanish makes the acculturation process more difficult as they struggle to fully
immerse themselves in the new culture/language of their host country. To them, the
United States is indeed a ‘host’ and ‘home’ still is and always will be Puerto Rico.
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William Luis states that, “Hispanos y afrohispanos tienden a asociarse más estrechamente
con sus grupos nacionales o lingüísticos. Como extranjeros, experimentan el prejuicio
lingüístico del angloparlante monolingüe, que exige con total conformidad, ya que los
recién llegados no concuerda con su ‘comunidad imaginada’ (“Literatura e Identidad,”
388). The isolation from the American community at large of the newly arrived migrants
is not only a personal choice based on a level of comfort provided by a shared language
(and culture, let us not forget that language and culture travel together) but is also
imposed on them by the English-speaking, and mostly monolingual, American society.
Language becomes, then, another element of discrimination. On the other hand, the
second generation, which was born in the United States, identifies more with the culture
and language of the United States and not so much with those of the island; to them, the
United States is ‘home.’ Yet, even though they were born in the United States, they
perceive themselves, and others perceive them, as Puerto Ricans. Thus, they are not fully
included in the social construct of what it is to be an American and are still labeled as
foreigners. Of course, Evelio Grillo and Piri Thomas come to mind here. Both men were
in the United States and yet their autobiographical work demonstrates the struggles they
go through in order to achieve the always evading full integration. In regards to the
second generation, Luis adds that to members of this generation, “se los expone a la
categorización racial, la misma que los afrodescendientes han tenido que soportar”
(“Literatura e identidad,” 388). Given that Santiago arrives in the United States as a child,
her adaptation to the new socio-political and economic landscape, by means of
institutionalized spaces such as schools, posits her in a particular place: she will quickly
transition from first-generation to ‘cuasi’ second-generation as she learns English and
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integrates to a larger community as she breaks language and educational barriers.
However, this transition also means that just like Grillo and Thomas, she will also be
othered due to her cultural background and skin color.
In her exploration of life in the United States (and Brooklyn, more specifically),
Esmeralda realizes that aside from Jews and Italians, there is another community
different from hers: African Americans. Esmeralda notices that, “There was another
group of people Mami had pointed out to me. Morenos. But they weren’t foreigners,
because they were American. They were black, but they didn’t look like Puerto Rican
negros” (225, italics added). Esmeralda’s mother has already determined that Esmeralda
and her siblings are to only socialize with other Puerto Ricans from their neighborhood,
in an isolationist approach common to recent migrants from all countries. Sticking to
one’s own. Staying within the lines of one’s neighborhood helps re-create a sense of
home in the new host country, allowing its members to continue using their native
language, practicing cultural traditions, and providing a sense of safety. Jews and Italians
have already made it to her list, now she adds African Americans as another group with
which Esmeralda should not relate at all. While in Esmeralda’s eyes Jews and Italians do
look foreign to her (and makes her mother’s request not to relate with them more
understandable), she quite cannot understand the categorical difference between Puerto
Ricans and African-Americans. Esmeralda says, “‘How come?’ I wondered, since in
Puerto Rico, all of the people I’d ever met were either black or had a black relative
somewhere in their family. I would have thought morenos would like us, since so many
of us looked like them” (225). As I have addressed before in Chapters 1 (Theoretical
Frame) and 3 (Piri Thomas), the use of Spanish to demarcate the difference between
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members of the African diaspora in the United States is not only stylistic; it is a necessity.
As Hiraldo argues, “Racial identification is both a matter of belief and developing the
vocabulary to express that belief. … Santiago … must grapple with a lack of English
words to identify characters whose racial self-image is rooted in a more nuanced Spanish
vocabulary” (86, 87). To make up for that lack, which is not a vocabulary but an
epistemological emptiness, Santiago (as Grillo and Thomas do as well) must use Spanish
words to mark the distinctions between the two diasporic groups. Then, blackness, in the
American context, is synonymous to African Americanness and thus, does not include
US Afro-Latinos who understand blackness, in Latin American terms. Therefore, the
need to distinguish between negros and morenos. The former, used to refer to blacks
from Latin America or US Afro-Latinos, does not imply negative connotations within the
black Latin American/US Afro-Latino community. However, the latter, used to refer to
African Americans, does. However, the appropriation of the sign ‘negro’ to signify ‘black
from Hispanic/Latin origin’ creates its own problems, especially in the American context.
‘Black,’ used either as a noun or adjective, must be translated into Spanish as ‘negro’ and
‘moreno’ is translated into English to signify ‘black as related to African Americanness.’
The conflicts and complications in trying to translate these terms from language to
language, while still paying attention to the different meanings and significations implied
in each linguistic/cultural world are limitless.56 In this memoir, Esmeralda’s innocence
comes through; she sees the similarities between the two groups and she recognizes a
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study of blackness in the African Diaspora. I am certain this discussion will be the
starting point for future research projects.
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history that ties both groups together: they both have black ancestors. This fact alone
should make them be part of a unit, of a diasporic community. Her young age, in addition
to her recent arrival to the United States, does not allow her to see the differences.
Thomas and Grillo are both much more aware of such differences. Santiago explores
them further in her second memoir as it is this text that is grounded solely in the United
States.
This is the moment in which Esmeralda’s racial system, imported from Puerto
Rico, stops making sense in the United States. This is the moment in which she has to
learn that Puerto Rican negros and morenos might look alike but are not part of the same.
Evelio Grillo and Piri Thomas also express similar ideas; in fact, Thomas makes the same
linguistic distinction as Santiago does. All three authors highlight, then, that in spite of a
physical appearance that can be seen/read as the same, there is a cultural background that
marks a moment of difference not only at the micro level but also at the macro level. In
other words, the individuals involved in the ‘look-alike game’ see and read the difference
while in a larger context, there is a discourse of race that systematically places US AfroLatinos separate from African Americans. These racial labels belong to different racial
systems that organize the social construct in a different order. Santiago’s choice to use
Spanish is not arbitrary here. On the contrary, it is the use of this language that allows her
to make a clear distinction between these two groups. While English only allows for the
word ‘black,’ a clear sign of the racial discourse/paradigm in place, Spanish does allow
her to use the words ‘negros’ and ‘morenos’ to distinguish the two groups. Interestingly,
although following the accepted norms, she uses the word that literally translates as
‘black’ (‘negros’) to refer to black Puerto Ricans and ‘morenos,’ which we could
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translate as ‘dark,’ to refer to African-Americans. This crisscrossed translation further
emphasizes the different racial systems that are in place here but also the nature of race
and racial classifications as social fabrications (Haney López). As Esmeralda’s mother let
us know, black Latinos should not mingle with African-Americans even though the
former might recognize or identify certain similarities with the latter. The shared skin
color seems to be a simple coincidence and not a telltale of a shared past. Even as recent
migrants, Latinos understand the social hierarchy that determines social and economic
power and distribution in the United States. They understand that here the ‘one-drop rule’
is still very much in place and is applied to classify people as either white or black,
without any consideration for the shades in between. Thus, darker skin migrants will try
by all means to congregate with Latinos, and especially with white Latinos. This is not
possible as white Latinos try to distance themselves from darker skin migrants in order to
assimilate to the white population at large (Roth, 2012 and Candelario, 2007).
While it is indeed Esmeralda’s mother the one who makes the first comment,
making it clear that it is her preference, and that of the Latino community, not to interact
and socialize with African Americans, a detail in Esmeralda’s answer makes it clear that
the feeling is mutual. Esmeralda appears surprised that African Americans also have
reservations towards Puerto Ricans (and Latinos in general). However, according to this
passage, the former have made their dislike towards the latter clear as well. The racial
tensions between these two groups are not one sided, both groups have a lot at stake as
they try to find their own place in a social hierarchy that pushes both groups down. When
Esmeralda insists in knowing why African Americans do not want to relate to Puerto
Ricans, her mother responds, “They think we’re taking away their jobs” (When, 225),
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placing “the underlying reasons for conflict between African Americans and Puerto
Ricans within the economic realm” (Hiraldo, 103).
Racial identity and labelling are only briefly introduced in this first memoir,
contrary to our assumptions based on the title of the autobiographical work. Yet, the title
of the first memoir demonstrates how race and racial labels play an intrinsic role in
Santiago’s life. In this text, Esmeralda identifies herself as Puerto Rican given, on the one
hand, that most of the plot does take place in the island, but also because during that time,
she was certain of her identity and label. She was born in Puerto Rico, of Puerto Rican
parents, and lived (mostly) in the island. In fact, in the few instances that we saw her
identity being conflicted, as in her conversation with her father studied above, she
confirms her self-identification as a Puerto Rican. Granted, she is not unaware of the
racial difference but in the context of the Puerto Rican society and of her family
specifically, Esmeralda seems concerned by the different skin tones in her family and her
nickname that others her from her sisters. However, these observations are kept in the
private, family sphere. Perhaps because of Esmeralda’s young age, Santiago does not
open up a larger, public discourse of race in Puerto Rico.
The key formal element of the title of the first memoir is the verb tense: simple
past. Grammatically, the use of this verb tense implies an action or state of being that
took place in an undetermined past but that is no longer taking place in the present tense,
a finite action or state of being in the past. Then, as Santiago uses ‘was,’ she clearly states
that now (any time after her leaving the island), she is no longer Puerto Rican. And if she
cannot identify herself as Puerto Rican, what label (or labels) can she use with which to
identify herself? That is the thread that underscores her second memoir, which focuses
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solely on her experiences in the United States, where she is forced to face and adapt to a
new racial and social system that erases the only label with which she had been
comfortable.
In the first few pages of Almost a Woman, we are introduced to a new word, a
word that is not part of Esmeralda’s vocabulary, neither in English nor in Spanish:
Hispana. In one of her first afternoons in the United States, Esmeralda decides to play
outside after school. Here she meets a few girls playing rope so she quickly joins them.
As they jump rope, the following dialogue takes place:
‘¿Tú eres hispana?’ she asked, as she whirled the rope in lazy arcs.
‘No, I’m Puerto Rican.’
‘Same thing. Puerto Rican, Hispanic. That’s what we are here.’
…
‘So if you’re Puerto Rican, they call you Hispanic?’
‘Yeah. Anybody who speaks Spanish.’
…
‘You mean, if you speak Spanish, you’re Hispanic?’
‘Well, yeah. No… I mean your parents have to be Puerto Rican or Cuban or
something.’
…
‘Okay, your parents are Cuban, let’s say, and you’re born here, but you don’t
speak Spanish. Are you Hispanic?’
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She bit her lower lip. ‘I guess so,’ she finally said. ‘It has to do with being from a
Spanish country. I mean, you or your parents, like, even if you don’t speak
Spanish, you’re Hispanic, you know?’
…
But I didn’t know. I’d always been Puerto Rican, and it hadn’t occurred to me that
in Brooklyn I’d be someone else. (4)
The fact that Santiago includes this long dialogue in its totality as well as her
retelling of this anecdote (always in detail) in other writings and interviews, allows us to
infer the great importance and effect this experience has had in her life. So much so that
Socolovsky calls it Santiago’s “arrival narrative … described as an experience of
physical, psychological, and geographical dislocation” (138) as it “capture[s] the moment
of migration that determined her official shift in national identity” (138). As we can infer
from passages previously quoted from When I was a Puerto Rican, Esmeralda is aware of
the use of labels to mark nationality or origin. She knows she is Puerto Rican and not
American. She is also aware that being Puerto Rican, or American for that matter, does
not only involve origin but also a social, political, and economic context that includes
culture and language. However, being ‘Hispanic,’ as this little girl claims, does not seem
to fit into Esmeralda’s understanding of identity, serving as proof that identity and
identity markers are but social constructs put in place to maintain a social hierarchy and
power structure. Because indeed it is a socially constructed term created to group a large
and diverse group of people(s), the little girl has a very difficult time trying to define this
new-to-Esmeralda concept: at first, it seems it has to do with language (if you speak
Spanish, you are Hispanic), then with your parents’ place of origin (even though she is
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not too sure of this point), and lastly, with language and origin (you and/or your parents
have some Latin American ancestry, regardless of language spoken). Granted, the
impossibility of a clear-cut definition could be blamed on the young age of the speaker;
however, I would argue that her incapability is a sign of the complexities of trying to
define a concept whose sole purpose is to group peoples that do not naturally group each
other together with the objective to erase the significant differences between these groups
and construct and solidify the category of ‘Other.’
Language had already proven to be a conflicting issue for Esmeralda. While she
was in Puerto Rico, she connected speaking English to being American and therefore
decided that she was not to learn English so she would ‘stay’ Puerto Rican. Now in the
United States, learning English is even a more complex issue for her. On the one hand,
speaking English with certain fluency is a necessity. At school, for instance, she is almost
held back one grade to finally being placed on the lower IQ level classes of eight grade
due to her limited knowledge of English. In a different context, her basic knowledge of
English proves essential when her mother had to go to the welfare offices. In these
situations, Esmeralda becomes her mother’s voice, a situation that provokes extreme
stress for her as she is quite uncertain of whether she is actually achieving her goal of
providing her family with welfare benefits. In these two institutionalized contexts,
Esmeralda’s mother is proud and encouraging of her daughter’s language skills.
However, in other contexts, she is extremely critical, a paradox that sits at the root of
Esmeralda’s own conflicting views of the use of English. The mother’s view on learning
or speaking English change completely when the process is accompanied by an
approximation to American culture.
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Esmeralda has internalized her mother’s views so much so that she feels guilty of
even expressing a desire to be like other American girls. In When I was Puerto Rican, she
says “I felt disloyal for wanting to learn English, for liking pizza, for studying the girls
with big hair and trying out their styles at home, locked in the bathroom where no one
could watch. I practiced walking with the peculiar little hop of the morenas, but felt as if
I were limping” (230). This retelling brings to the foreground the performativity of race,
as we have seen previously when Grillo and Thomas recount experiences where they act
as if they were black (as in African Americans) very well knowing that even though they
could pretend to be so and act accordingly, they were not. Here, Esmeralda can rehearse
how to look and behave as if she were one of the morenas but her ‘limping’ rather than
conquering the ‘little hop’ reminds her that, in fact, she is not a morena.
The feeling of disloyalty the Esmeralda experiences at this moment is better
understood in the context of the second memoir, in which the mother becomes much
more expressive of her opinions of American culture, and youth in particular. As
Esmeralda explains, “Mami said they [aunts and cousins] were Americanized. The way
she pronounced the word Americanized, it sounded like a terrible thing, to be avoided at
all costs, another algo to be added to the list of “somethings” outside our door” (Almost,
12, italics added). Americanization, then, is at the core of the problem. A few pages later,
Esmeralda wonders out loud,
Mami made it clear that although we lived in the United States, we were to remain
100 percent Puerto Rican. The problem was that it was hard to tell where Puerto
Rican and Americanized began. Was I Americanized if I preferred pizza to
pastelillos? Was I Puerto Rican if my skirts covered my knees? If I cut out a
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picture of Paul Anka from a magazine and tacked it to the wall, was I less Puerto
Rican than when I cut out pictures of Gilberto Monroig? Who could tell me?
(Almost, 25)
From these excerpts, it is clear that Esmeralda’s mother has a highly negative opinion of
the American culture as she implies a denigration of the Puerto Rican culture. Her
children, and in particular her daughters (as we will see later in this chapter), are to
remain one hundred percent Puerto Rican, they are not to become ‘Americanized.’ On the
contrary, the process of Americanization is not only frowned upon but also seen as a
danger or evil, something to fear. Her biggest misconception, though, is to believe that
Esmeralda can improve her English skills and use those skills to the family’s advantage
without going through the process of Americanization: language and culture are tied
together. The socially constructed label ‘Hispanic’ is as tied to Spanish as the process of
‘Americanization’ is tied to English.
Finally, another important point brought up in the conversation between
Esmeralda and her neighbor while playing on the sidewalk is the significant and intrinsic
connection between origin, labels, and identity. In Esmeralda’s eyes, being given a new
label, Hispanic, does not only change how people perceive her but, more importantly,
how she perceives herself. She would “be someone else” (4). A someone else not defined
by matrices with which she is familiar but a someone else constructed under a new social
hierarchy that others her in more than one way. A someone else that will struggle to find
her place amidst groups who are othered and who other each other. This interaction
between Esmeralda and this new friend sets the tone for much of what is to come:
Esmeralda’s struggles to construct her own identity under a new paradigm. In her second
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memoir, Santiago/Esmeralda returns to the problems of (self-)identification. As a young
adult, Santiago continued her career in theatre and obtained a part for a play. The
company travelled around New York and New England, mostly. Upon her return to New
York City, Esmeralda ponders,
What would it be like if, as Vera and Bill [colleagues and friends] planned, we
toured the South? Could I be forbidden from restaurants? I knew the laws didn’t
allow that, thanks in part to Martin Luther King, Jr., whose portrait hung in our
living room. But I also knew laws meant nothing to people who hated. I wasn’t
black, but I wasn’t white. The racial middle in which I existed meant that people
evaluated me on the spot. Their eyes flickered, their brains calibrated the level of
pigment they’d find acceptable. Is she light enough to be white? Is she so dark as
to be black? In New York I was Puerto Rican, an identity that carried with it a
whole set of negative stereotypes I continually struggled to overcome. But in
other places, where Puerto Ricans were in lower numbers, where I was from
didn’t matter. I was simply too dark to be white, too white to be black. (Almost,
242)
This is one of the few instances in which Santiago/Esmeralda questions her racial
positioning within the United States racial schema. The first lines of this passage
undoubtedly remind us of Piri Thomas’ travels to the Deep South. Santiago sets this
anecdote in the late sixties or early seventies, approximately twenty years later than the
start of Piri’s journey and yet, we see that Esmeralda’s concern as how she is going to be
perceived and treated in the South is not much different from Thomas’. Esmeralda is
aware of the protection that the post-Civil Rights era provides her but she is also aware
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that attitudes and behaviors do not always correspond to what is determined by law. Her
experiences in the Northeast are enough to prevent her from attempting to travel to the
American South, Piri accepts the challenge instead. The rest of the passage brings
together two interconnected topics: perceptual dissonance (Torres-Padilla) ethnoracial
dissonance (Hordge-Freeman and Veras). The former concept relates to the difference
between how a person is perceived racially, in this case, while the latter refers to a
“feeling of disidentification with, and from, racial schemas made available” (HordgeFreeman and Veras, 147) to migrants. Socolovsky adds that, “In these newly threatening
spaces of the United States, her national and cultural identity ceases to matter; instead,
the mainstream marks her body as racially … foreign” (139). My previous critique of
Socolovsky’s proposition of a ‘binational U.S. Puerto Rican’ identity builds upon her
own understanding of the situation presented here. When Santiago’s body is classified as
foreign, Santiago herself is also classified as foreign, and as such, even the idea of a
binational identity that is partly ‘American,’ seems out of reach for her. Similarly to
Grillo and Thomas, Santiago also experiences both situations: on the one hand, other
groups and society at large perceive her as black, different from what she perceives
herself to be; on the other, her own racial categorization and organization does not
coincide with the schema in place in the United States and, thus, she must revise her own
understanding of race and racial paradigms to find her place in the American society.
While in Puerto Rico, Esmeralda’s concerns with issues of race were not in the
forefront. She observed and understood that people could be white, dark brown, and any
shade in between and that despite different skin tones, they were all Puerto Ricans. Race,
understood as a social construct that posits white vs black, was a foreign concept to
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Esmeralda. In the United States, however, race and racial labels that categorize, divide,
and marginalized groups of people, are intrinsic to the process of (self)identification.
While in the island, everyone is Puerto Rican and hyphens are not needed, in the United
States, only white Americans get the privilege of an un-hyphened label, only them can be
called simply ‘Americans.’ Everyone else needs a hyphen, a modifier to explicitly mark
the difference, the othering.
Esmeralda has to quickly learn that the only label she has always used with which
to identify herself, Puerto Rican, is not valid anymore, not because it is inaccurate but
because it does not correspond with the American social construct. Piri Thomas, as I have
analyzed in the previous chapter, also learned that outside of East Harlem, ‘Puerto Rican’
was not a valid label for him either. Despite the fact that he had been born in the United
States, ‘American,’ was not meant for him either. As for origin, Puerto Rican would be
replaced with Hispanic, as we saw earlier. As for race, she is confronted with options that
leave her with no answers. Soon after having arrived in New York, Esmeralda and her
mother visit the welfare office to plead for help. Even before having an interview with a
counselor, Esmeralda is astonished by the form she has to complete. She let us see her
thinking process as she explains that,
When Mami and I went to the welfare or unemployment office, a box in the forms
asked to identify our race: White, Black, Other. Technically, Mami was white.
Her skin was creamy beige, lacked the warm brown tones her children with Papi
had inherited. My memory of my paternal grandparents was that they were white,
but Papi and some of his sisters and brothers were dark brown, evoking a not-toodistant African ancestor. (56)
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Esmeralda’s uncertainties when filling out the forms are based on the seemingly
straightforward though completely unrealistic categories. And those categories do not fit
her family description. Her mother is indeed white but her father is not and the children
are a variety of shades within the white-brown spectrum.
Furthermore, Esmeralda makes notice of a very important point: given that her
paternal grandparents were white and her father and his siblings were not, she
understands that in some generations past, some of her paternal relatives had indeed been
black/brown. What box is she to check, then? She answers, “When I had to indicate my
race, I always marked “Other,” because neither black nor white was appropriate.
Pretending to be white when I was clearly not was wrong. If I could ‘pass,’ which I
couldn’t, there was always the question Puerto Ricans asked when someone became too
arrogant about the value of their white skin: ‘Y tu abuela, ¿dónde está?’ Asking ‘Where is
your grandmother?’ implied that in Puerto Rico no one really knew the total racial picture
and claims of racial purity were suspect” (57). Once again, we see her insistence on the
arbitrariness of these categories given the racial history in the island. ‘¿Y tu abuela dónde
está?’ or some variation of this saying is common not only in Puerto Rico but also in
many other countries in the Caribbean since in these countries, the ideas of mestizaje and
hybridity are accepted as normal. It is understood that the skin tone of an individual is not
enough to determine his/her racial origin as, chances are, some family member might
have had a different skin color. Esmeralda’s anecdote gives a first-hand account of the
findings by the sociological studies I explored in the chapter dedicated to theoretical
groundwork. Scholars such as Logan, Hernández, Bonilla-Silva, and Aja among many
others assert that Latinos and Hispanics, once in the United States, tend to choose ‘Other’
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whenever they are to fill out a form as they do not recognize themselves as easily fitting
into any of the provided categories. It is not only prejudice or stereotypical thinking that
prevents them from categorizing themselves as ‘black,’ even if those do play a significant
role in their decision but also because Hispanics and Latinos struggle to reconcile two
very different understandings of racial classification and organization. While colorism –
the preference for lighter skin color and more European-like physical features – is
prevalent even within the discourse of mestizaje popular in Latin American countries, the
concept of passing is foreign to Esmeralda. However, it is not foreign to Santiago, who
has lived in the United States for most of her adult life; the use of inverted commas is a
formal technique that allows us to see the intrusion of the author into the narrative voice.
– that is why she uses quotations marks. In Puerto Rico, where the ‘one-drop rule’ does
not hold any value, ‘passing’ is unnecessary. A society grounded on the concepts of
mestizaje and hybridity, where different skin tones are just that and not racial categories
that other people, there is no need to ‘pass’ as white.
While Thomas’ memoir invited discussion on the role of masculinity in the
development of (racial) identities for US Afro-Latinos, Santiago’s works also allow for a
discussion on gender roles in the construction of (racial) identities in US Afro-Latinas
specifically and, by extension, the African diaspora. Clifford, in his pivotal text,
“Diasporas,” argues that “Diasporic experiences are always gendered. But there is a
tendency for theoretical accounts of diaspora and diaspora cultures to hide this fact, to
talk of travel and displacement in unmarked ways, thus normalizing male experiences …
Women’s experiences are particularly revealing. Do diaspora experiences reinforce or
loosen gender subordination?” (313). Throughout my analysis of When I was Puerto
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Rican and Almost a Woman, I have delved into moments when female gender
expectations were central to the discussion. However, understanding, from a poststructuralist vantage point, that construction of identities as multi-faceted, multi-level
social fabrications (Haney López), I am highly aware that origin, culture, race, ethnicity,
language, gender, class have all played a significant role in the forming years of this
writer. In this section of this chapter, I would like to examine the importance gender roles
play in the processes of identity formation. Mostly looking into Almost a Woman, I focus
on the role of the mother figure as essential to how Esmeralda constructs her role as a
woman: the mother performs an ambivalent role that blurs the limits between the mother
and the father figure.
In the new home, where the male figure is mostly absent, the mother chooses to
reinforce and perpetuate the patriarchal doctrine that determined her own role as a
woman in her homeland. As the title of this memoir reminds us, the question of gender
roles and gender performance really come to the surface in this coming-of-age memoir.
Now language, race, and gender intertwine to complicate even more the issues of
identity. The mother figure, both as represented by her own mother and by her
grandmother, with whom they live for several stretches of time, has an essential role in
the construction of her role as a woman – a Puerto Rican, half black, half white, young
woman living in New York City. Irene Gedalof introduces the concept of ‘reproductive
sphere,’ which is helpful to my analysis. She understands this sphere as “both the
embodied work of mothering, such as childbirth and childcare, and the work of
reproducing cultures and structures of belonging, such as the passing on of culturally
specific histories and traditions regarding food, dress, family and other inter-personal
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relationships” (82). Taking this concept as a starting point, the author argues that
migration studies need to also look at the ‘domestic space’ to fully understand the
complexities of identity construction, both at the individual and communal levels” (82).
Furthermore, she declares that we need to pay attention to “the complexities of home as
an active place of negotiation of difference and as a site and concept of belonging” (82).
While diasporic and migration studies have a tendency to focus on men and their
experiences as they venture into the world of politics and trade (Paul Gilroy admits in
The Black Atlantic that his focusing only on the male experience has been short-sighted),
Gedalof brings attention to the important of the home as the domestic space/place/time
that is actively engaged in the processes of (racial) negotiations and identity construction.
The homes, and the mother figures that inhabit them, are key in the perpetuation of
doctrines established generations passed and in a different land. Esmeralda confesses that
her “world was dominated by adults, their rules written in stone, in Spanish, in Puerto
Rico” (Almost, 27). Even though she refers to adults in general terms, a quick reading of
both memoirs tells us that the constant adult figures in her life (both in Puerto Rico and in
the United States) were her mother and her maternal grandmother so we can conclude
that those rules, exported from the island, are being imposed by those mother figures.
Mami, Esmeralda’s mother, has a pre-conceived idea of what being a woman
means. This idea was constructed by her following and accepting the rules preestablished for her in the patriarchal society in the island. While in Puerto Rico, for
example, she takes full care of her homely duties, taking care of her many kids and the
house, which would be best described as a hut, she withstands her husband’s abusive
personality and his cheatings, always coming back to ‘the father of her children,’ and so
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forth. Even when she knows that it would be best for her and her family not to come back
to her husband, she always gives in as she sees it as her duty to follow and obey the male
figure, her husband in this case. In the traditional Hispanic heteronormative society, it is
indeed common to find the women performing a role of submission to the male figure, as
he is an omnipresent force that controls what the woman says and does. What makes
Mami’s character more interesting is how she has internalized these pre-conceptions and
brought them with her to the mainland. Even more importantly, in her role as an
authoritative figure, she perpetuates the expectations and responsibilities placed on her
upon her own children. In this new home where she could break away from the
patriarchal ties that have held her down, she chooses to keep her daughters under the
same constraints under which she was once kept. As she performs her role as the mother,
she in facts take the place of male figure that perpetuates and reinforces patriarchal
norms.
To better understand the role Mami plays in reproducing a patriarchal doctrine
that she is transplanting from the homeland to the mainland, I would like to pause and
explore the concept of gender performativity as it is developed by Judith Butler in her
article “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution,” published in 1988 and in which she
introduces the concepts she will later develop in Gender Trouble. She starts by citing
Simone de Beauvoir as the latter “claims, ‘one is not born, but, rather, becomes a
woman,” (Rivkin, 900, Italics original) as a stepping stone to her argument that gender is
not only constructed but, more importantly, performed, a “historical situation rather than
a natural fact” (Rivkin, 901). Gender is, thus, acted as “the body comes to bear cultural
meanings” (Rivkin, 901). She goes on to explain that, “the body is always an embodying
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of possibilities both conditioned and circumscribed by historical convention. In other
words, the body is a historical situation, as Beauvoir has claimed, and is a manner of
doing, dramatizing, and reproducing a historical situation” (Rivkin, 902). The concepts
of history and culture are indeed important to my study of the roles these women
perform, as we will see later in this essay. Furthermore, Butler argues that because gender
is in fact done, as in acted, then there are no intrinsic qualities to gender. On the contrary,
“because there is neither an ‘essence’ that gender expresses or externalizes nor an
objective ideal to which gender aspires; because gender is not a fact, the various acts of
gender create the idea of gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender at all”
(Rivkin, 903). These two concepts – the fact that gender is acted, performed and that
there is not an “essence” to a gender – allows us to complicate the traditional idea of roles
and to blur the limits or borders of genders. If we act out genders, do we have to act out
only one gender? Or can we act out different aspects of different genders? I argue that the
mother figures in these two memoirs do walk a thin line in between gender roles, as they
sometimes act as a more traditional mother figure while other times they actually act out
the traditional patriarchal role that has been already internalized in them since, as Butler
explains, gender acts are not only played out in a historical and cultural context but also
reproduced such context. Mothers, then, help reproduce the historical and cultural context
in which they were brought up (Puerto Rico, in this case) without taking into
consideration the new historical and cultural contexts in which their daughters are
growing up. When we understand gender as a performance we understand that the acts
are more important than the players. The male figure is not necessary to reproduce a
patriarchal system when the female figures can reproduce it by performing certain acts.
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In the opening scene, we meet Esmeralda, having just arrived in the United States,
playing outside with some other girls. Once she goes back inside, we hear Mami’s voice
for the first time: “‘What girl? Where did you meet a girl?’… ‘Who said you could go out
to the sidewalk? This isn’t Puerto Rico. Algo te puede suceder’” (Almost, 5). After a first
read, these lines can be understood as a mother being protective of her young daughter
who, in fact, finds herself in a new and unknown environment. However, as the memoir
progresses, these lines are always in the reader’s mind for the fear of ‘algo te puede
suceder’ is used by the mother time and time again to control Esmeralda as she herself
was controlled by the male figures in the island.
One way in which she imposes this patriarchal control is on the dress code and
beauty rules that Esmeralda has to follow. Even though Esmeralda is a teenager, Mami
still has complete control on the way she dresses. For example, when she brings up in
conversation that her cousin, also a teenage girl, wears more age appropriate clothing,
Mami responds that, “the straight skirts, sheer blouses, and high heels Gury [her cousin
of similar age] favored were not appropriate for a girl my age” (11). It is important to
point out here that Gury’s mother, Mami’s cousin, is also from Puerto Rico but has been
living in the United States for a prolonged period of time. Mami will later argue that
Gury, her mother and the other relatives have been ‘Americanized’ as a way to imply a
decay in values and standards. We see then that in Mami’s eyes the Hispanic, or Puerto
Rican, custom of overprotecting and controlling girls in something as simple as the way
of dressing is not only preferred but also encouraged and reproduced outside the island.
This is brought up again several times, emphasizing the importance of staying Puerto
Rican while living in the United States. For example, in one occasion when Esmeralda
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asks her mother to let her use make-up, Mami replies, “I don’t care what American girl
do. You’re Puerto Rican and too young to wear makeup” (24). And in yet another
instance, when Mami catches Esmeralda leaving school with her skirt rolled up and
wearing makeup, once they are both at home Mami grabs her by the arm, throws her on
to the bed and yells, “Don’t think because we’re here you can act like those fast
American girls” (29). As Butler point outs, and I have indicated earlier, gender
performance is set in a historical and cultural context and tends to be reproduced to keep
a certain social hierarchy in place. Here we see the mother figure reproducing the same
social hierarchy that was in place in the island in the new homeland. While back home it
was the male figure (her husband) performing the controlling role, now it is the mother
performing the same role.
Mami also applies double standards in how she treats her daughters and sons in
yet another way in which she perpetuates the homeland social order. A teenaged
Esmeralda, while reading the comic strip Archie at her cousin’s house, reflects on how
different her life is from that of the girls in the cartoons. She admits that, “Betty and
Veronica talked and worried a lot about dating. At fourteen years of age, I was not
allowed to go anywhere with a boy who wasn’t my brother” (27). Her brother, two years
her junior, was not expected to follow the same rules as Esmeralda. He could go out and
hang out with friends without supervision, he could have girlfriends even at such a young
age, his world was not limited by an over controlling mother. This freedom reflected in
even larger benefits. When Esmeralda asked her mother to let her get an after-school, part
time job, the answer was a clear-cut no, even as everyone was conscious of how much
they needed the extra money. Esmeralda tried to plead her case but pointing out that her
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brother did have a job. Mami answers that Héctor, “‘is casi un hombre. It’s different.’”
Esmeralda reflects that, “Héctor was twelve, long and scrawny and not ‘almost a man’
from what I could see. But he was male and I was female, and that was the difference”
(104). That was the difference indeed. In Mami eyes, Héctor, who was only 12 years old,
was grown-up enough to have a job and enjoy the freedom and power that comes with
having such an opportunity. In a large family, with an ever-growing number of children,
money was scarce and always tight. Having a job meant being able to help at home but
also having spare change for oneself, a luxury that Esmeralda could not enjoy because
she was a girl. According to her mother, girls did not need the extra money for they had
no occasions and reasons to spend it: all they were allowed to do was to go to school and
stay home helping with the younger siblings and the household. Those were the duties
that they were going to take over as they grew up and had their own families and this
way, the cycle would continue. Furthermore, having a job would also mean that
Esmeralda could spend more time outside the house and even meet more people, perhaps
even boys her age. Mami would not allow that to happen as that was on the list of ‘algos’
that were to be avoided at all costs. Spring Redd, in her first-person narrative “Something
Latino was Up with Us” shares a similar experience to Esmeralda’s. Redd confesses, “I
… was enraged with my mother, my aunt, my grandmother for perpetuating their Puerto
Rican sexist double standards on me, because they actually had all of the major economic
power in our home” (278). Her readers are not informed whether there is a male presence
in her household but that detail seems insignificant; even if father-figures were present it
is the mother-figures that perpetuate a sexist environment within the households. As
‘Archie,’ the comic and TV show she would watch at her cousins’ house, gave Esmeralda
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a glimpse at a different way of living, even if idealistic and perhaps unreal in certain
ways, having a job and meeting new people would give her a chance at starting to create
an alternative way of living, one that would break the cycle in which her mother and
grandmother were brought up, one that was more attuned with her new reality in the
mainland.
As Esmeralda leaves her teenage years behind and finishes high school, Mami
still commands a strong hold on her daughter. Now the issue is not makeup but the
independence that a young woman demands and desires. Here, once again, we see how
Mami still performs as a male figure not only by limiting her daughter’s sense of freedom
but also, and more importantly, by perpetuating a hierarchical system that is transported
from the island into the mainland. When Esmeralda and her cousin Alma plan to move to
Manhattan together, Mami’s straightforward response was, “‘The only way you are
leaving my house,’ Mami bowed when I broached the subject, ‘is as a married woman.’
… ‘Decent girls don’t live alone in the city.’ As Esmeralda herself tells us, for her mother
two girls living together without a man were still living alone. That is to say, these young
women had to move from their mothers’ watchful eyes to their husbands’. As the father
figure is absent, the mothers take it upon themselves to guard their daughters, in a halfprotective, half-controlling manner, until the absent male figure is replaced by a present
male figure. A few years later, when Esmeralda is offered a better job that would require
her to relocate to New Jersey, Mami has no hesitations to tell her that, ‘There’s plenty of
work in New York,’ interfering with Esmeralda’s goals and opportunities. Paradoxically,
one of the reasons Mami brought her entire family to New York City was so that her
children could have the opportunities she never had. Yet, she repeatedly stands in the way
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of such opportunities. When Esmeralda confided in her friend Shoshana that her mother
would not let her live alone until after marriage, Shoshana admitted that her mother also
had taken the same stand. “‘It’s because they’re from the old country,’” she says as a
justification for their mothers’ attitudes. This line is key in understanding these mother
figures: they are indeed from ‘the old country,’ the island of Puerto Rico, and even
though they moved to the United States to, at least in part, free themselves from a
patriarchal society that oppressed them, they have taken upon themselves the role of the
oppressor in the new homeland, the mainland. Now it is their daughters that suffer the
power and control and are forced to negotiate through these limitations that do not apply
to their new environments.
I would like to mention here two instances that do not speak of the relationship
between Mami and Esmeralda but of the relationship between Mami and Tata,
Esmeralda’s grandmother to illustrate the pivotal force of this pattern of role
performance. Months after having moved and settled in the United States, Mami started
dating a neighbor. However, she had to put up with Tata’s judging her consistently, as
Esmeralda notices in this passage: “Three or four times a week Mami went across the
street after work, stayed for an hour or so, then came back cheerful. She never stayed past
nine o’clock, but Tata made it sound as if Mami was all over town until dawn” (32). We
do not get to hear Tata’s complaints directly but Esmeralda’s use of language, especially
the phrase ‘made it sound as if’ allows us to assume there was constant nagging and/or
judgement. Tata could not accept the fact that her grown-up daughter had a boyfriend and
that she was visiting him quite frequently, even as she still played along with the
conventions and expectations that a traditional, patriarchal society had imposed on her.
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That Mami came back at a decent hour was not good enough for Tata, who wanted to
control her daughter just as much as Mami wanted to control Esmeralda. Later in the
memoir, after Mami’s boyfriend passed away, she decides to leave mourning behind.
Once again, we can witness Tata’s reaction to Mami’s wanting to go dancing:
“‘Hummph,’ Tata responded, an unspoken ‘I don’t care if the whole world is going,
you’re not’” (93). Esmeralda chooses the words for Tata in this instance: if it is an
‘unspoken’ remark, the meaning of the message was probably expressed via non-verbal
language. Yet, to convey that meaning in the written form, Esmeralda does have to put
words into Tata mouth. The ones she chooses are not random for they sound almost
exactly as the words that Mami has used to stop Esmeralda for getting jobs, moving
alone, and going out with boys. The mother figure, in this case Tata, is performing a
gender role that we tend to associate with the male figure but faced with the lack of such
figure, Tata needs to step in in that role to reproduce a hierarchical social system that she
experienced and internalized in Puerto Rico and that now she is imposing onto her
daughter.
While Mami, as well as Tata, seems unaware of how her performance as a mother
figure that reproduces a patriarchal system is forcing Esmeralda to have to negotiate
through a system that does not correspond to her new environment, Esmeralda is much
more aware of this and she brings it up in several occasions. As I mentioned before, she
notices the double standards her mother has when it comes to her and her brother but in
other moments she has reflected on how castrating Mami’s gender performance can be.
Almost at the very beginning of the memoir, when Esmeralda is barely a teen, she
understands that, “[her] world was dominated by adults, their rules written in stone, in
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Spanish, in Puerto Rico” (27). The three qualifiers that she uses to describe the rules are
importance as they speak of inflexibility to adapt to new environments but also of a long
tradition of following, accepting, and reproducing the same rules, and the foreignness of
these rules: in the United States, where English is spoken, rules that were made in Puerto
Rico and in Spanish seem not to be the best suited. The mother figure, who was also
under the controlled of these rules set in stone, in Spanish, and in Puerto Rico, has a
chance to make a change once she moves to the United States. She can break the pattern
of performance and perform her gendered role in a different way, one that would allow
her to break away from the patriarchal system. Yet, she reproduces it and perpetuates it.
At the very ending of the memoir, Esmeralda once again brings attention to this issue as
she and her friends discuss the power of their over controlling mothers. She admits that,
“none of [them] stood up to [their] mothers and said, ‘I’m leaving you. I can stand on my
own. It’s time for me to claim my life’ (283). By now Esmeralda is in her early twenties
and yet nor she nor her friends/ cousins can confront their mothers. Esmeralda’s use of
the word ‘claim’ is really strong here as it gives the connotation that until that point,
which only happens in Esmeralda’s mind but not in real life, her life has not be hers but
her mother’s, implying that she has not been able to live to her full potential because her
mother’s role performance.
In my analysis of the mother figure in this memoir I am trying to explore and
complicate the gender role that Mami performs and how this performance is much more
determined by the social and cultural context in which she was brought up. As Butler
explains, “the act that one does, the act that one performs, is, in a sense, an act that has
been going on before one arrived on the scene” (Rivkin, 906). As controlling as she is, as
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forceful as she is in reproducing the patriarchal social system, Mami’s acts are not fully
her own but rather acts that follow pre-existing sanctions as we saw by looking into
Tata’s character, for example, or by analyzing the ‘rules set in stone’ line by Esmeralda.
Mami’s acts are marked by her upbringing in Puerto Rico but when she uproots her
family and moves to the United States, she brings a deeply-rooted patriarchal system with
her. Butler argues that, “the transformation of social relations becomes a matter …of
transforming hegemonic social conditions rather than the individual acts that are spawned
by those conditions” (Rivkin, 906). Although her environment changes, the preconceived ideas that are in placed to maintain and reproduce social relations do not
change. Even though she is aware of the limitations this system has put on her while she
was in Puerto Rico, she seems unaware of how her acts make her a participant in the
reproduction of such a system, jeopardizing her daughter’s opportunities and progress.
Looking into Esmeralda’s family and the gender roles played by the mother figures we
understand that when a patriarchal system in deeply ingrained, the male figure proves to
be unnecessary to keep the system in place. Santiago herself seems to agree as she
explains that, “it’s important for women to know how their own actions affect their
daughters … We are the ones passing on the traditions” (Hernández, 161) The mother
figure will perform acts that will guarantee the reproduction of the system, even to the
detriment to their own daughters.
My goal with this chapter was to study two autobiographical texts by Esmeralda
Santiago, When I was Puerto Rican and Almost a Woman, published in the last decade of
the twentieth century, in the context of the US Afro-Latino cultural production that
explores issues or racial (self-)identification and labeling at the individual, communal,
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and national level while inserting these texts in the larger discipline of African Diasporic
Studies. This last chapter brings the historical trajectory that began with Grillo’s memoir
set in the first decades of the twentieth century to the end of the century. However this
chapter was not only dedicated to studying the similarities and continuities among works
but, more importantly, it focused on how a female Puerto Rican writer has to negotiate
her processes of racial identities through the added level of being a woman. As José
Torres-Padilla asserts, “the coming-of-age story highlight[s] relevant gender differences
between male and female writers and the respective subaltern experiences and conditions
that shape these differences” (9). Santiago, through the voice of Esmeralda, lets the
reader know how much more complicated her experiences are as a racialized and
marginalized migrant due to being a woman. Instead of taking us in physical journeys
(like Grillo and Thomas do), Santiago takes as in an coming-of-age journey that allows
us to see the struggles she faces in trying to reconcile different racial paradigms (from
Puerto Rico and the United States) that other, marginalize, and classify her into labels
and categories that do not match with her own perceptions and understandings of race,
nation, and belonging. In addition, she also needs to withstand and attempt to move
beyond (physically and emotionally) the limitations imposed on her by the matriarchal
figures, embodied by her mother and grandmother, that strive to perpetuate a cultural
worldview that does not align with the realities of the United States. All of these factors
prevent Santiago from accomplishing the ‘binational U.S. Puerto Rican’ identity that
scholars have proposed as the author’s main objective. After careful analysis of the
primary sources, I contend that Esmeralda – and Santiago – is to live in the spaces/places
in-between as she navigates through discourses of race, nationality, and gender.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
“I have never lived, nor have any of you, in a world in which race did not matter”
– “Race Matters,” Toni Morrison
By focusing on the memoirs written by three different US Afro-Latino authors,
my dissertation project has brought to the foreground the many varied and complex
struggles the US Afro-Latino community goes through, endures, and fights against in
order to deconstruct a social paradigm which, based on race and origin, marginalizes
them and (mis)places them in a space of in-betweenness and non-belonging.
Evelio Grillo, Piri Thomas, and Esmeralda Santiago use the bildungsroman genre
to recount their coming-of-age journeys and in doing so, they expose the constructed
nature of racial identities. The processes of (self-)identification are always already
accompanied by issues of race, class, origin, and gender as the texts – and the scholarly
work – studied in this project confirm. The migratory and diasporic nature of the
autobiographical subjects in these memoirs forces them to realize at a young age that
their skin color combined with their cultural background (expressed by language among
other cultural traits) marks them as an undesired other by whites, blacks and Latinos alike
confirming a sense and feeling of foreignness in their own homes. In fact, the idea of
‘home’ becomes problematic in and of itself for these authors who abandoned (Santiago
was forced to leave Puerto Rico, differently from the other two writers) their childhood
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houses at a very young age. It is this initial sense of dislocation that will prompt the
authors to search and embrace other spaces/places of dislocation as a technique to frame
and build their always already racialized and gendered selves. As they embark in their
physical, emotional, and psychological journeys, the characters – as well as the authors
who write their memoirs from a significant vantage point of time and education – come
to realize that the (systemic) discrimination they endure on a daily basis is purposefully
kept in place and perpetuated by the dominant discourses of power/knowledge and the
practices that sustain them to preserve a socio-racial hierarchical order in which
whiteness is preferred and desired.
Throughout my analysis of the primary sources, I have argued for and
demonstrated the validity of exploring the cultural production of US Afro-Latinos
through the intersections and points of commonality among the fields of study that give
shape to the larger discipline of African Diasporic Studies. I recognize my contribution to
the field as two-fold. First, by carefully reading the primary texts, I confirm the
importance that intersectionality has in the construction of identities that are preconditioned by the existing labels and racial/gender/class categories. For instance, the
authors studied here do not only challenge the conceptualizations of racial schemas that
exclude/ignore them but also the linguistic deficit that, representative of such schemas,
limits the available vocabulary to express their concerns. Secondly, and more
importantly, by focusing on a diasporic community that sits, literally, at the intersection
of Hispanic Transatlantic Studies and Black Atlantic Studies, I have highlighted the
importance of looking into the cultural production of US Afro-Latinos not from one or
the other discipline but from both at the same time as this diasporic community escapes
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the either/or dichotomy and emphasizes the importance of ‘both’ backgrounds to fully
comprehend the complexities of US Afro-Latinos and their cultural production. To sum
up, my intentions with this project were to expand the conceptualization of the Hispanic
Transatlantic Studies to include within their subject/object of study a community that
does not live in Latin America, nor speaks Spanish (as their first language), nor fits with
the traditional views of mestizaje but is yet intrinsically connected with the Hispanic
world while expanding the conceptualization of the Black Atlantic Studies by
highlighting the limitations of understanding blackness, especially in the context of the
United States, as a synonym to African Americanness and, thus, ignoring the fact that
there are, indeed, other African diasporic communities in the United States, that demand
an expansion of and inclusion into the concept of blackness.
However, I understand that even after having dedicated many hours to this
project, there is room for further research, exploration, and complicating of the issues on
which I have focused here. The linguistic differences between Spanish and English in
regard to vocabulary to refer to racial categories, but blackness in particular, is an issue
that I would certainly like to delve into in my future research. I would like to focus on
this issue from a socio-linguistic approach to further analyze how different language
patterns and structures mimic and influence our understanding of the world. The fact that
Spanish speakers in the United States have to reframe the use of ‘negro’ and ‘moreno’ to
signify difference from ‘black’ in the United States but also that the use of the Spanish
terms in the United States is different from the use of those same words in Latin America
is quite fascinating to me. In preparation for this project, I found gaps in the scholarship
to critically analyze what gets lost in translation when race and racial categories is an

245

always already present factor. This approach would facilitate the expansion of the
concept of blackness in the Americas, a project to which I would also like to dedicate
more time in the future. On a larger scale, I concede that a limitation of my research
project is its geographical boundaries. I am pleased to have contributed to a more
wholistic approach to the Americas, bringing into attention the fabricated differentiation
between North and South America when migratory and diasporic movements have been
the foundation of the Americas as a whole and, still today, shape the realities of both
continents. However, I am fully aware that the “Afro-Atlantic” (Antonio Benítez-Rojo)
has other coasts and other flujos (Mary Louise Platt) that demand our attention. In
continuing with my efforts to blur the boundaries between Hispanic Transatlantic and
Black Atlantic Studies, I would like my next research project to explore the cultural
production of Equatorial Guinea as another loci of enunciation that gets generally ignored
for sitting at the same intersections as US Afro-Latinos. In the course of this project, I
also became familiar with the work of Ifeoma Kiddoe Nwankwo on Afro-Latin
Americans of British Caribbean descent. Although this diasporic community would bring
me back to ‘this’ side of the Atlantic, I strongly believe that it would be worth-while
exploring the cultural production of this group in unison with that produced by US AfroLatinos as both communities seem to mirror each other in terms of geographical and
cultural dislocations. In completing these projects, my ultimate goal would be to further
my knowledge and background in the theoretical work that frames my research –
Postcolonial Studies, Black Atlantic Studies, Hispanic Transatlantic Studies, and African
Diaspora Studies so that I am better prepared to question and complicate them.
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In one of the several interviews that Piri Thomas gave to scholar Ilan Stavans, the
US Afro-Latino writer declares that, “Words are important because they awaken
consciousness and thus can inspire action” (“Race and Mercy,” 351). Since I discovered
this interview early in my project, Thomas’ words have accompanied me through the
entire dissertation process. Time and time again I went back to his words to remind
myself that words – the words I could not find, the words that I was struggling with, the
words that in English did not mean what I needed them to mean, the words that I could
not translate into Spanish, the words that hurt to put on paper, all of those words – did
matter because it is through words that we can propel ourselves into action. For years
now, I have pondered on the purpose of a life in academia as I was not completely certain
that living and writing from the ‘Ivory Tower’ would translate into any significant change
in the ways in which societies are built and constructed to maintain and perpetuate a
social, racial, political, and economic order that benefits a few at the high expense of the
vast majority of the population. Discovering the memoirs studied in the project allowed
me to reconsider and re-focus my positioning on this matter. I still firmly believe that a
stronger connection between the academic world and the world at large is imperative but,
at the same time, I better appreciate the act of writing as a form for a call to action, as a
means to present and (re)present the realities of peoples that are part of the modern
world-system – because they cannot not be part of it – while being oppressed,
marginalized, silenced, and othered by such a system, its practices, and its participants.
Grillo, Thomas, and Santiago, in writing their memoirs, ‘talk back’ to a system that
others them because of their origin, their culture, their race, and their gender. The
fragmented selves that result from several moments of oppression in addition to the
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fragmentation typical of the diasporic self (re)construct themselves in writing. Even
though the authors, their texts, and their autobiographical characters are not able to
dismantle a racial paradigm and discourse that posits them in a place of marginalization,
their lives and their works matter because they push all of us into action.
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